THE SHOCKING TRUTH

(For Susan)

Dorothy Washburn Dundas

I can still feel the cold, sticky linoleumn beneath my bare feet
as I shuffled my way to the bathroom on those freezing early
mornings during the winter of 1960. The sensations and
memories are as much a part of me now as they were then,
perhaps even more vivid now, as I realize the shocking brutality
of my treatment as an adolescent girl locked into a mental
institution because of my overwhelming feelings of depression.

We were lined up side by side in our beds on those mornings,
four girls, huddled beneath our cold, white sheets, petrified and
silent. T can see the nurse in her starched white uniform. I can
smell the alcohol she rubbed on my bottom, and I can feel the
sting of the sharp needle as she injected the insulin into me:
insulin coma therapy, five days a week for six weeks.

After we were groggy from the insulin, but often not yet in
a coma, the second treatment would begin. I can still see him
walking through the door to our bare hospital-green room, his
face, gray-white in color, and his black suit and black shoes. He
carried all his equipment in a small black suitcase in one hand,
this man of death and destruction. He set up his machine behind
our heads, one by one. Curled up beneath our sheets, heads
covered, as though seeking womb-like protection, we were, as
they peeled the sheets off us, one by one, forcing us onto our
backs, bare and open and vulnerable. I was second in the line-up.

Before being turned, I would often peek out from a small,
secret opening in my sheet to see what they were doing to Susan,
the first to receive the treatment. I would make myself watch as
if it might prepare me in some way. And when she would shake
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violently all over, my eyes would close. I could no longer watch.
I would shiver beneath my sheet in fear. And then they would
come to me. I can still feel the sticky, cold jelly they put on my
temples. My arms and legs were held down. Each time, I
expected I would die. I did not feel the current running through
me. I did wake up with a violent headache and nausea every
time. My mind was blurred. And I permanently lost eight
months of my memory for events preceding the shock
treatments. I also lost my self-esteem. I had been beaten down.

But I was lucky. I was very, very lucky. On one of those cold
winter mornings exactly thirty years ago, they injected my
friend, Susan, in the bed next to me, with more insulin than her
frail young body could tolerate. A few hours later, as the four
of us were having our mandatory afternoon nap, still huddled
beneath our sheets, my friend Susan went to sleep and never
woke up. She had just turned seventeen. When she died, she
became a part of me.

On the winter afternoons after Susan died, I can remember
my “mental health care” continued by my being taken into that
same shock room, where we also slept at night, by a mental
health worker. He would lock the door, push me up against the
wall, and sexually abuse me. My head foggy from the insulin,
dazed from the drugs, I was petrified. I did not scream. I did not
dare. I survived. And I did not tell anyone for a long, long time.
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After six months, I was transferred to another institution.
What I recall most vividly from that institution is the seclusion.
The room was dark and hot and sticky. It was bare except for
the roughly covered, striped mattress. There was no sheet. I
could feel every thread in the fabric against my skin as if I were
being cut into pieces with my every move. And inside, the pain
was rushing through my head and every vein. I could feel the
Thorazine sting as they injected the needle into my skin, and 1
would then become a stranger to myself, dead and dying from
the inside out. It went on for weeks and weeks and weeks. I was
crying for Susan, for my shattered self, for my lost freedom. I
was trying to survive. The seclusion did not help. And the drugs
nearly killed me.

One woman I shall always remember for her fearless rage.
In her fifties, she wore her graying black hair pulled tightly back
in a bun, and she always wore the same long, dark, straight dress






