'I like being the way I am'
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Family support: Shayne Eggen, left, shares a tender moment with her aunt and legal guardian, Pat Jewell, earlier this month at the state Mental Health Institute in Independence.

About her illness

WHAT: Shayne Eggen suffers from schizo-affective disorder.
SYMPTOMS: Dr. Abdur Rahim, a psychiatrist at the state Mental Health Institute who has known Eggen for nearly 28 years, says the illness combines the delusions of schizophrenia with volatile mood swings.
CURRENTLY: Rahim says Eggen is faring better than she has in a long time.
FUTURE: The best hope for Eggen, Rahim says, is that someone will develop medicines that will keep her stable without losing their effectiveness.
  




Independence, Ia. - Shayne Eggen sometimes says she has no regrets about what she did to herself in prison.

"I like being the way I am," she says. "I like being blind. I feel privileged. I really do."

But other times, she talks about how she can still see beautiful rainbows in her dreams. She struggles to stay asleep so she can delay her re-entry into her darkened world. She hopes God will restore her sight, either in this life or the next.

It's been more than two years since Eggen blinded herself with her finger while being held in solitary confinement at the state women's prison in Mitchellville. Her family, which has sued the state, says authorities helped cause the tragedy by isolating her for weeks at a time as punishment for behaviors caused by her severe mental illnesses. Patient advocates say she is one of countless mentally ill people who wind up behind bars because society ignores them until they break the law. That happened to her twice, when she lashed out at others while trying in vain to live outside an institution.

Eggen, 41, finished her prison sentence last month and was released to the state Mental Health Institute in Independence. Family members are unsure what will become of her. They are optimistic that she won't be dumped on the street, the way she was after finishing a previous prison sentence in 2000. That time, she lasted less than two months on her own before losing control and being arrested again.

The blinding captured wide attention, and it was cited in a state ombudsman's report calling for improvements in the way prisons handle mentally ill inmates. But Eggen has never spoken publicly about it because prison administrators wouldn't allow interviews with her while she was incarcerated.

In her own words
Now that she can say her piece, the words tumble out. Some are confusing. Some are touching. "I think I know why this all happened to me," she says. "I think it was so it won't happen to someone else."

She is sitting at a picnic table on the sweeping grounds of the mental hospital, listening to birds singing and enjoying a soft breeze. The place is quieter than it used to be. Fifty years ago, it routinely held up to 2,000 patients who stayed an average of seven months. Modern medications and social policies have cut the census to about 90 patients who stay an average of three to four weeks.

Eggen's aunt, Pat Jewell, sits with her, talking about the uncertain future. Jewell, who is Eggen's legal guardian, shares jokes with her, lights cigarettes for her and calms her when she starts feeling anxious. The women show no signs of noticing when a patient in a nearby building screams for several minutes and pounds on a barred window.

Jewell asks her niece about the needs of the mentally ill. Eggen says she doesn't believe mental illness exists. Later, she relents, referring to the terrible things that can happen to "sick girls like me."

The gray creeping into her brown hair shows that Eggen is no longer a girl. Her face shows the damage caused by her sickness. Her eyelids sag into her sockets. She gouged out her right eye in 2000 while locked in the Winneshiek County Jail in her hometown of Decorah. She did the same to her left eye in 2002 at the state women's prison in Mitchellville.
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A fresh start: Shayne Eggen is now at the state Mental Health Institute in Independence after being released from prison last month. "I think I know why this all happened to me," Eggen says. "I think it was so it won't happen to someone else."

Bible passage
After the first incident, she told her family that the idea came from a Bible passage saying that if your eye offends you, you should pluck it out. These days, she says, she's thinking about more positive Bible messages. She notes that Jesus often spent time with blind people, who could sense his presence as he walked by. That, she says, shows that blind people are special.

She has been in the system since she was 13, when she became a ward of the state because of her mental problems and drug use. For years, she was shuttled in and out of mental institutions, halfway houses and life on her own. In 1982, she jumped through a second-floor window at the Independence mental hospital, breaking her arm so badly that she still can't straighten it all the way.

Nobody disputes that she wound up in prison because she did awful things.

The first time, she threw herself through a window in Decorah, then stabbed the town's police chief in the shoulder when he tried to help her. She served 21/2 years in prison for that 1997 incident. Then she was released with nothing but $100 and a bus ticket to Tama, where she falsely believed she had friends she could stay with. No arrangements were made for follow-up care, her family says.

Eggen flew out of control less than two months after her release. She cut a man during an argument in a Decorah apartment, then set her mattress on fire. As flames spread to the rest of the building, she ran naked onto the town's main street. Witnesses said she asked for ice cream to soothe her burns.

She was arrested and returned to jail, where she destroyed her right eye. A judge sent her back to prison after psychiatrists hired by the state determined that she was sane enough to be held responsible for her actions.

Eggen says she doesn't understand why she committed her crimes, or why she couldn't follow prison rules. "I wanted to fight everybody. I don't know why," she says. "I guess I just wanted to show them I was nobody to (mess) with."
She is back on familiar turf at the mental hospital, and she and her doctors and counselors say she is doing relatively well. She says the hospital's employees seem more helpful than they were when she repeatedly was committed here as a young woman.

"They diagnosed you with a mental illness," she says, "then treated you like it was a sin."

Dr. Abdur Rahim says Eggen suffers from schizo-affective disorder, which combines the delusions of schizophrenia with volatile mood swings. Rahim, a psychiatrist and the facility's associate medical director, has known Eggen off and on for 28 years. He says she has been faring better than she has in a long time.

What does the future hold?
She is not ready to take the next step, which would be a move to a smaller, less restrictive facility. Even when she is ready, Rahim says, the hospital staff might have trouble finding a residential center willing to accept someone with such a troubled past. "It may take six months. It may take a year. It may take two years," he says.

The doctor notes that researchers are constantly refining psychiatric drugs. The best hope for Eggen, he says, is that someone will develop medicines that will keep her stable without losing their effectiveness.

One positive sign is that Eggen now acknowledges the need for medication.

"I'd been fighting the medicine for 24 years, but I gave up," she says.

Her aunt interjects. "No. You didn't give up," Jewell says. "You never give up on anything."

Eggen smiles. "That's right. I didn't give up," she says. "I conformed."

She's confident she won't return to prison, but she understands that she probably can never live independently. She hopes a settlement of her family's lawsuit will bring enough money to pay for her own place and around-the-clock assistance someday.

She also hopes it will spur changes in the system. A similar lawsuit forced the state to build a special mental-health unit for male prisoners. Even though that facility has been criticized as inadequate, it's more than what's available for female inmates.

Eggen is glad her parents filed the lawsuit. She never would have done it herself, she says. "I'm the one who's mentally ill, and who listens to the mentally ill?"

