Paul’s Story

He’s 22 and lives with his mother and sister. Having left school, he went to college to do a pre-social work course. A career in social work appealed to him. During his course he took up a placement at Everglades, a residential care home. This led to a paid position as a care assistant. He became interested in people with mental health problems. During his time at Everglades he started to develop mood swings and there was some tension between him and his supervisor. After being remonstrated with on one occasion, he threatened to kill himself. The manager was called, and his bosses insisted that he go to see his GP. The GP referred him to a counsellor and prescribed an antidepressant. The situation at work got worse and Paul felt his supervisor was overcritical. He kept asking his GP for Valium, so the GP referred him to a psychiatrist. The psychiatrist changed his medication, but did not prescribe Valium.

At the end of his probationary period at work, Paul’s contract was not made permanent and he was asked to leave. On the same day as hearing this news he took an overdose of haloperidol, procyclidine, antidepressants and some beta-blockers. After taking the pills he became very scared and called an ambulance for himself. He was taken to hospital and admitted to an acute psychiatric ward. He said “it was quite a good kick start” (p.130)  and he was anxious to get out of the ward. He went to stay with his grandfather, who was a retired GP, for a week after leaving hospital. After talking to his Grandfather about the medication he had been prescribed, he made a complaint to the hospital. 

He made lots of visits to see various psychiatrists – a consultant, a registrar, a senior house officer, and changes were made to his medication. He was also referred to Mrs. Brice, a psychologist. On his second visit to her, he dressed up as a doctor. He said it was mainly a joke, and he did it out of boredom. On another visit to Mrs. Brice, he filled in a form saying that he felt like shooting his consultant. He said he was angry with him for having dismissed his complaints. He told Mrs. Brice that he’d taken a knife to one of his sessions with his GP and the psychiatrist and was intending say, “give me the Valium or else,” (p.132) because he was so desperate for them to prescribe it to him. He said he “never actually produced a knife,” (p.132) which seems to imply that he didn’t really take a knife to his appointment. Mrs. Brice reported him to his GP, consultant, and also to the police. His sessions with Mrs. Brice ended after this.

About a week after this, he went to visit a friend of his on a psychiatric ward and put on a white doctor’s coat and a fake ID badge saying PhD Psychology. Two policemen intercepted him and took him to the police station where he was detained under the mental health act, and after a multidisciplinary team meeting, he was sectioned and taken to a psychiatric hospital about 20 miles away from his home. He said that before he was arrested and admitted that he’d been to see his GP and complained that he was beginning to feel more agitated since the termination of his therapy with Mrs. Brice. Around this time, his GP prescribed him Valium.

While he was in hospital he saw an “ambitious young psychiatrist” (p.134) as well as a forensic consultant psychiatrist called Dr. Bushnell, who he said was the most perceptive and understanding doctor. Dr. Bushnell said there was a possibility that Paul was developing a schizoid illness, an organic brain disorder, or a personality disorder. For the purposes of a report, Dr. Bushnell “went for”(p.134) the personality disorder. 

While he was in hospital he was taken off most of his medication. He said he thought it made him feel better, apart from the increased anxiety as a result of coming off Valium. He was discharged at the end of his section (1 month). After going home, he said he couldn’t have a community psychiatric nurse, wasn’t allowed to see any of the psychiatrists from the hospital, and he was left with no back-up apart from his GP, Dr. Michaels. His GP put him back on Valium, and prescribed a range of other medication as well.

Dr. Michaels prescribed different forms of Valium, and Paul said he was taking higher and higher doses. He said that Dr. Michaels was getting sick of him and threatened to take him off his list. Paul decided to leave Dr. Michaels practice and find a different doctor, and consulted a solicitor before doing so. He said that the solicitor reckoned he could bring a case against Dr. Michaels for prescribing Valium to someone of Paul’s age. 

He said, “I admit I’d been asking for it, but he didn’t tell me about the side effects: the sleep fluctuations, drowsiness, and the lack of coordination; it was slowing me down and affecting my weight as well. I mean it’s a wonderful drug in the short term, it does make things feel a lot better, but you just need more and more and when you try and come off it just doubles the symptoms. Interestingly enough, Dr Michaels had said months and months before that he never prescribed it all. Yet here he was prescribing it to me quite happily because he was just so eager to pass me off with a drug rather than spend time with me.” (p.135)

Paul registered with a new GP and stopped taking Valium. He describes this is two ways. He says “the doctor took me off the Valium and I was just left on the antidepressant” (p.136.) A few lines later in the text he says, “I managed to wean myself off the temazepam and diazepam” (p.136). After seeing an advert, he went to see a private psychotherapist which he says he found much more beneficial than going to see a psychiatrist.

He says, “At the moment I’m on no medication at all. The doctor is still signing me off sick but its getting to the stage where she’s saying she can’t really justify it much longer, even though I don’t feel up to working. At the moment I’m doing this Open University course in psychology. It’ll take me five or six years to qualify so that means I can’t be doing a full-time job” (p.136).

His story ends with him reading a statement from his legal files, which he describes to the interviewer as “basically like what you’re doing.”  He reads from a report in his legal file, “since I’ve withdrawn from the drugs and had the psychotherapy it has focused my mind on the real cause of my problems. It is true to say that I now realise that the stress at work brought to the surface problems that have been deep rooted and in my subconscious for many years… … I now realise that over the last 15 months I’ve been prescribed various chemicals which have sent me in ever-decreasing circles. I have languished in a drug-influenced environment. The fact is that various drugs have not cured me, have increased my mistrust of doctors and heightened my anxiety. Since I’ve come off the drugs I’ve done various things to occupy myself…” (p.137)

