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Steps  to  Recovery

The following was written by a survivor to a friend who suffered a head injury.

In this letter she offers insights and encouragement that can come only from 

one who has experienced injury and recovery.

Little did I realize that the physical injuries were easy to heal.  The hard part was about to begin.  A lot of what I’m going to relate is not written down anywhere nor do a lot of medical professionals understand.  I never thought I’d ever be able to unscramble the damage done to my brain and the billions of cells and connections.  If a broken bone could mend in a few months, why not the brain?

In your struggle to become a fully functioning person again you may find that noises bother you a lot; like someone talking with the radio on, or large groups.  I did too, and it took a long time for me to get used to the noises of everyday living and I still don’t like to try to be heard in a large noisy crowd.

You will become very dependant on people.  At first this is a natural outgrowth of the medical trauma but then you also become dependent on friends and family for everything – driving you to therapy appointments, taking you shopping, keeping you company, keeping you entertained and keeping your spirits up when you’re down.  You’ll become bored and restless.  At first they are more than willing and grateful to help you heal but the dependency grows thin and sometimes they have to withdraw on purpose to force you out on your own.  That hurts, but realize they are doing it out of love and care for you and you’ll welcome the growth later on.

You’ll be unsure and frightened to try each new step (really an old one) – driving a car, going back to work, etc.  Once you become familiar with it again you’ll take to it like a duck to water.  But give yourself time – one step at a time and hold hands along the way.

Fatigue will be your worst enemy and your greatest friend.  It’s your body’s way of telling you that it has had enough.  It’s up to you to listen.  And I used to think it was so bourgeois to take naps in the middle of the day.  Boy, not any more!! My fatigue would take strange turns, my voice would become slurry and hoarse as a result of muscle fatigue.  The fatigue seemed the last to go – it took me a couple of years but now I can work up to ten hours a day.  But I’m still very aware of when I do get tired.  

I kept a diary to help me with my memory and help express my emotions.  I kept one in the hospital too, and every once in a while I look at it and realize how bad off I was and how far I’ve come.  

You’ll go through the same stages at various times as though you’ve experienced a death (anger, denial, bargaining and finally acceptance).  You’ll go through a grieving process (and this is important for a part of you has died) and that too must take its time.  I went through my first of many shortly after being released from the hospital.  A lot of your friends and family won’t understand this aspect of your recovery, but anybody that understands or has taken basic psychology should.

It was hard for me to identify with most head injured people. The majority are far worse than we are.  And I wasn’t one of them.  A lot of professionals equate you with the majority that are young and involved in auto accidents with drinking or drugs.  You and I are unusual in that we defied the odds – most people with injuries that severe don’t recover as well as we did.  But, I’ve never been one to follow the herd instinct and I love proving doctors wrong anyway.  It’s hard to overcome their statistical prejudices just the same.  And they in turn will reinforce their prejudices on your family and co-workers.  

You may have changed physically, but if you believe that you are not disabled then that is all that matters.  I guess it boils down to belief in yourself no matter what anyone thinks or says to you.  When you no longer can sort out your emotions, I urge you to seek counseling – a psychologist who specializes in treating accident victims and practices behavioral medicine.  It will be a lifesaver and godsend.

I heard a forest ranger once on T. V. explain about forest fire.  He said fire is not destructive – it’s just a very rapid change.  Most people think it’s bad because it’s such a rapid change, but then forest always recovers over time.  It’s neither good nor bad.  Fire just is.  I’ve often referred back to this and tried to keep the trauma of my accident in perspective.

Try new hobbies and interests (I’ve sold my horses and am now trying photography and hiking, although I confess I still take riding lessons).  Try taking a yoga class to help you with your balance (spiritual and physical) and flexibility.  Try forming new friendships.  It was important for me at first to tell new friends about my injury and now it’s not so important.  But I do resent it still when someone (in well-meaning innocence) introduces me as their friend that’s just recovered from a severe head injury.  Read all about the brain and how it functions and read about spiritual and psychological growth.  

Afterwards, as you struggle with the effects of the trauma, you get the feeling people are wondering “Has he changed?”  “Is he different?”  “Is he retarded because he speaks so slowly?”  “Is he handicapped/disabled?”  Your body no longer exhibits any wounds, bandages or broken bones and people begin to wonder “Why hasn’t he healed?”  They don’t realize that the brain takes 5-10 times longer to heal as other parts of the body.  Some of this will be your own paranoia and some will be what they are really thinking.  Then some people, no matter how back to your old self you’ve become or how much of the physical injury you’ve struggled to overcome, will always have a need to view you as still disabled.
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