My Recovery Story
My deep depression started during my enlistment. I was a correctional officer in the Navy, guarding Enemy Combatants on a supermax wing in a military prison. Despite the Presidential scrutiny, cell extractions, and rigorous training, I was (mostly) able to hold it together at work. However, I barely functioned at home. I went to therapy a few times, but I downplayed my feelings because I didn’t want to get kicked out. After I was honorably discharged, I became a police officer. The mounting, intense stress from responding to gruesome suicides, domestic assaults, and drug overdoses made it all but impossible to hide my psychological and emotional issues. My depression often turned into rage, and I would sometimes have racing thoughts and get very little sleep. After responding to an unusually high amount of “death calls” in a short three-month period, I nearly had a nervous breakdown. I was given administrative leave to “sort myself out” because the department wasn’t equipped with the knowledge or experience in handling mental illness. 
My condition worsened. After too many times sitting in my basement alone, crying, wanting the misery to stop, I decided to hang myself under our deck. My wife (at the time) happened to walk out the door and found me standing on a chair with an extension cord around my neck and a suicide note pinned to my shirt by my police badge turned upside down. What she didn’t see were the handcuffs in my pocket (so I couldn’t change my mind). She stood slack-jawed. I took the cord off my neck and went to bed as if nothing had happened. A little while later, I woke up to the police and paramedics standing over me. As a professional courtesy, one of the officers gave me the opportunity to check myself in to the psychiatric hospital so I could still be a police officer when I got better. That was the first of two times I committed myself. Although I was unable to return to active police duty, that officer gave me hope, as it was the first time anyone told me I could get better. 
After a year of living with my parents after my divorce, I got a job as a correctional officer at a federal prison, where I met my current wife. My symptoms came and went over the years, and I managed to get by, but during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, my symptoms came back in a bad way. I could barely keep it together at work and at home—extreme depression, intense rage, and apathy toward my friends and family began to rule my life. I fluctuated between periods of very little sleep, to weeks of only working and sleeping. I couldn’t function and my marriage was suffering. I wanted to quit all my collateral duties, and eventually, I wanted to quit my job. My wife was able to talk me into making an appointment with a psychiatrist before I made any rash decisions. I’m so glad I did because it was life-changing. 
In 2023, I was diagnosed with Bipolar II disorder, and with the right combination of medication and therapy, I was able to get back on track at work and have a healthy, fulfilling social life with my friends and family. I still have bad days, but with a self-care routine, learned coping skills, and a fantastically loyal support system, I’m better able to manage and push through. I left law enforcement and now use my lived experience to walk alongside justice-involved veterans with mental illness and substance use disorders, offering inspiration, encouragement, and hope.
