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Gareth O’Callaghan is one of Ireland’s most popular radio presenters, having enjoyed a successful career that has stretched across forty years. During that period, he has worked for many radio stations, both home and abroad, including RTE and BBC. He also spent a number of years working as a psychotherapist in Ireland. In 2018, Gareth took early retirement from his radio career after being diagnosed with Multiple System Atrophy. He is the author of six books, including the 2003 No. 1 bestseller, A Day Called Hope, which documented his own personal journey through and beyond depression. He spends much of his time these days writing and blogging. He continues to challenge this awful illness through daily physical exercise, while urging others with similar debilitating conditions to do the same. He lives in Cork.
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Introduction

9 OCTOBER 2019

Sunlight filled the office. It seemed like a perfect day at last; something that had been so rare in recent times. I sat close beside her, smiling nervously while saying nothing; loving that look of disbelief in her beautiful green eyes. Only four per cent of the world’s population have green eyes, she would often remind me. She concentrated on the paperwork, watching for the pencilled ‘x’s that our solicitor, Suzanne, had tagged for her to sign her name beside. ‘At last, it’s here,’ I could imagine her saying to herself. She was finally signing her divorce papers.

I knew she was both nervous and relieved. We both had heavy colds. We felt broken after all that had been happening, but more united than ever. Ever since the evening we’d first met in March 2015, both of us still felt in many ways like a couple of teenagers on their first date. We also felt we had aged as a result of the extreme stress and anxiety we’d been living through more recently. It was etched on our faces for all to see.

By then, that afternoon in October in our solicitor’s office, we were both physically shattered; emotionally exhausted. Paula had been propping me up all this time because of this horrible illness, urging me to keep going. I just couldn’t see the point at times because I felt so ill, but I didn’t want to go anywhere; I just wanted to be with her.

It was hard to believe that nearly a year and a half had passed since I had received the awful news. I had never been seriously ill in my life, but now all that was changing so fast. As illnesses go, this couldn’t get any more serious. Each day I swamp the discomforts with painkillers and sedatives, pills that prevent my body going into convulsive spasms; tiny tablets that relax my muscles at night so that I get a few hours of decent sleep; other pills that prevent me from acting out my dreams and hurting myself with my hands and legs or, worse still, Paula; sachets of powder that I add nightly to water and drink in order to keep my bowels working properly. Each morning as Paula massages away the chronic pain in my toes and feet with CBD oil, I insist to this gorgeous woman of mine that I am fine.

There are nights when I watch her sleeping and it washes over me that this is so unfair on her. Looking at her, I realise that her beautiful life is already predestined as a result of this horrible beast of a disease.

I couldn’t have blamed her if she had made her excuses and walked away as soon as we had received the news. What she had taken on, so soon after we had met, was a front-row seat beside a guy who had a one-way ticket and was heading for the departure lounge; but she made it quite clear that she wanted nothing else, no matter how bad it might get, only to be with me all the way, through it all. I will never know where she finds the strength to be so resolutely determined.

Looking back, it felt like it had been such a long journey. It wasn’t even five years since we’d met but so much had happened in that short time. I watched her carefully now as she listened to the solicitor’s assurances. She was finally getting divorced, I kept thinking. It’s here, at last. Our solicitor handed her the black pen one last time and pointed to the bottom of the third page. ‘Sign here,’ she said, indicating the blank black line.

Paula’s eyes welled up. I put my arm around her shoulder and pulled her in to me tightly. Suzanne smiled. ‘Well done,’ she said as she got up from her chair to reach across the desk and hug Paula. For the first time in a very long time, it was as if something had shifted.

We walked out into the freezing cold October sunshine a few minutes later. We both felt as though we were finally stepping into the future we had hoped and prayed for since we had first met each other on a nightclub dancefloor in her native Cork during a radio station listeners’ promotional night nearly five years earlier. Neither of us had ever experienced anything like the instant connection we both felt that evening when our eyes locked on to each other.

Our chance meeting was most definitely one of those ‘Sliding Doors moments’, when a spur-of-the-moment conversation, decision or encounter completely changes the direction your life takes. Peter Howitt, director of the 1998 film Sliding Doors, calls it ‘the cerebral flipping of the coin’. One such moment that instantly comes to mind is Princess Diana’s last-minute decision to make a trip across Paris on that August night in 1997. Where would she be today if she had decided to stay in her hotel instead of getting into the back of her chauffeur-driven Mercedes S280 to return to her apartment? Another Sliding Doors moment has to be the 1992 signing of Eric Cantona by the then Manchester United manager, Sir Alex Ferguson. Would the team have still gone on to win four Premier League titles in five years, along with two League and FA Cup doubles without ‘King Eric’?

Each and every life journey is defined by these random moments that can change the entire course of circumstances for that person, although they might have seemed inconsequential at the time. Most of the time we are too distracted by the demanding task of living to be even aware of these moments – until perhaps months or even years later when we consider how life might have turned out if, during its cerebral flip, the imaginary coin had landed the other side up.

Whenever I look back, I can identify how my own life has been shaped by such moments which have brought me to where I am now, many of which I have written about in Part One of this story. In the same way, the seemingly random events and encounters in your unique life journey account for where you are right now, as you hold this book in your hands.

On that October day, life for Paula and me was littered with unavoidable obstacles and a huge uncertainty as to what lay ahead. But we were together. We had come a long way since the warm Friday afternoon sixteen months earlier, when the same diagnosis coming from two neurologists confirmed what I had suspected for months. Could my diagnosis be yet another Sliding Doors moment? All I know is that this illness has been the greatest wakeup call I have ever been given. But instead of destroying me, this diagnosis has invigorated my determination to survive. It has instilled in me a belief that I can outrun the odds of a prognosis which, medical research informs me, is most definitely not in my favour.

The odds of staying alive and remaining healthy are well and truly stacked against me; my defiance is at odds with all that I have been told by the neurologists and movement disorder specialists. There are those who see my outspoken beliefs that I can ‘beat this one’ as bold disobedience, almost open resistance. But what is the alternative? To give in to this beast of a disease simply because neurologists tell me there’s nothing I can do to prevent it from killing me? Yes, perhaps this is the Sliding Doors moment of all time for me, one like no other in all my sixty years. It terrifies me, but I can’t just sit back and allow it to destroy me without doing everything I can possibly think of to stop it – no matter what I have been told. Am I wasting my time? Of course I’m not, because doing nothing would be akin to wasting my life – no matter how challenging the times ahead might become. When I look back, I never want to find myself saying, ‘I wish I’d tried harder.’ I have no doubt that I am being true to myself, and right now that’s all that really matters.

Nothing can ever prepare you for bad news – very bad news; even when you get a gut feeling that you already know what’s wrong long before it’s finally confirmed. There’s always a place somewhere inside, like a reassuring voice, that silently reminds you there’s a chance it’s not what you’re expecting to hear. In hindsight, my hunches have usually been spot on. Call it a higher energy, or a sixth sense, but it’s never let me down – even when you hope with all your will it might be wrong.

You might have spent every available opportunity on Google, engaged in your own private research that screams over and over: You have a serious problem. But there’s always going to be that tiny space reserved somewhere in the back of your mind that keeps reminding you there’s still a slim possibility you will be proved wrong.

The fuse had been lit long ago. Whatever had sparked this rare and deadly disease deep in my brain years before will probably remain a mystery to global science and its tireless researchers for many years to come. The only certainty was that it would continue in its own insidious way to rob me of my quality of life, relentlessly carving out its unique trajectory until it ran out of internal body parts that it could destroy. And then – if I managed to get that far – it would finally suffocate me.

In recent years, I’d often wondered what thoughts might cross my mind if I was ever to be given this sort of bad news, the sort that doesn’t really get any worse; the ‘there’s-nothing-we-can-do-for-you’ type of news. Of course there is worse news, such as being told that your child is dying; but thankfully that was not, and hopefully never will be, the case.

Specifically I have often thought about how I might react to being given this kind of news about my own health. Would I become hysterical? Would I curse? Could I even cope with such an irreversible diagnosis? After all, what would be the point of continuing to struggle with a life that is doomed to silent misery and eventual vegetative status; especially when you realise that the remainder of your life is inexorably moving from ‘bleak’ to ‘bleakest’. I can’t imagine the person tasked with breaking the news to me saying, ‘… now that’s the bad news, so here’s the good news …’ There is no ‘good news’ with an illness like this. Would I start to dwell on all the things I had been putting off doing for as long as I could remember, because I was ‘too busy’? Or would I even hear the words I’m being told?

I recall a close friend on a live television talk show telling those of us watching at home how he could only hear a kind of white fuzzy noise when he was being given his terminal cancer diagnosis. He explained to his host how he had watched the lips of the oncologist as they moved precisely and mouthed something, but he couldn’t hear the words he was saying.

Nothing like this happened when I received the news. It was just a voice repeating much the same as I’d heard the previous day, a conversation on the radio that had jolted me into an unavoidable confrontation of the rotten indecencies of life. The doctor being interviewed was explaining how one third of the current population would have some form of a brush with cancer in their lifetime; another third would develop a neurological disorder such as Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, multiple sclerosis, or suffer a stroke; while the final third would just have to take their chances with a myriad of other horrible possibilities including heart disease, murder, self-inflicted fatal injuries, and deaths caused by dangerous recreational sports. There was also the remote possibility of getting hit by a bus. I remember thinking that it was one of the most fascinating medical interviews I had listened to in years. It was like a plot from a Stephen King novel. If I was a gambling man I would clearly choose to be in the final third for as long as I had left of this life, because it seemed to offer slightly better odds – provided you stuck to a reasonably healthy regime and retained a hopeful outlook. Of course at that time I was able to choose. But now I know that neither a healthy regime nor a hopeful outlook safeguard you whatsoever from these horrible life-threatening illnesses. Every one of us of course should lead a healthy lifestyle, if only because such a lifestyle is likely to lead to a longer, healthier life – provided the big guns of chronic illness don’t spoil the plan. I know people who won medals for all sorts of sporting achievements, who stuck rigidly to training routines and fitness regimes and strict diets, who got incurable cancer, or dementia, or another serious illness. And all the time your consultant is trying his or her best, as they’re delivering the diagnosis, not to dwell on the thought, ‘Rather you than me, pal.’

I now belonged in the second third of the statistical pie chart. I had just been enrolled into a fringe group of random people who have ‘little-known-about’ or ‘never-heard-of-before’ diseases. I had a rare and horrible neurological illness, progressive and incurable, called multiple system atrophy (MSA for short).

I am Gareth O’Callaghan. And this is my story.




PART ONE




Chapter 1

A THIEF IN THE NIGHT

It was very late at night in the early weeks of 2016 when I noticed something strange happening to me for what appeared to be the first time. It had probably happened before that, but this was the point at which I could no longer ignore it: it was keeping me awake. I felt an uncomfortable itching sensation between the second and third toes on my left foot. It was so irritating that I couldn’t get back to sleep. When I examined the area the next morning, I could see that I had scratched it so hard, the skin was red-raw and almost bleeding. Yet there was no sign of a bite or a splinter.

After a few weeks the persistent nightly itching became intensely annoying. It felt as though I had been bitten or stung by some sort of tiny insect that had found itself caught in the bed linen or in my sock. But it couldn’t be a bite because it wasn’t healing.

Sometimes it was a continuous itch. Whenever I scratched it, my toe would tremble. Other nights there would be a more concentrated twitching sensation in the second toe, as if it was resting against something that was vibrating. I couldn’t stop it. I would often watch this toe as it twitched, amazed that the toes on either side were not moving. I tried sitting out on the side of the bed and pressing my toes hard onto the cold floorboards. The twitching would stop – but then within a few minutes of lying down, it would start again. This risible routine eventually became a nightly obsession while I lay in bed trying to sleep. It just didn’t make any sense.

I consulted Dr Google. Itchy toes can apparently be caused by the condition ‘athlete’s foot’, a fungal infection otherwise known as tinea pedis. Someone I worked with rather sternly warned me it could be an early symptom of diabetes. Someone else I knew, who lived their life through various superstitions, told me that an itching toe was a sign that I ‘would be embarking on a great journey very soon’. Meanwhile someone in my local supermarket suggested it might be caused by cheap laundry detergent. Another acquaintance told me that my twitching toe was either a sign of bad circulation or the beginning of rheumatoid arthritis. None of these possible explanations made any sense whatsoever.

I was never a great sleeper, so the slightest sensation or noise during the night would wake me. Once awake, I would lie on my back and focus on the various toe sensations. If it was the itch, I’d end up scratching it until my toes were almost raw. This eventually became a permanent feature of my nights. At first there was no pain or real discomfort involved – but that didn’t last long. Sometimes the side of my left foot would ache – it would feel like a pain caused by bruising, as though I had banged it against something. I’d massage the area and the aching would normally ease. Other times I’d feel a sudden, sharp pain shooting up the side of the same foot, and then it was gone.

There were other occasions, again mostly at night, when a sharp jolt of pain would shoot up through my back muscles, or down one of my legs, causing me to jump. It felt like an electric shock. This quickly became more frequent. There were also nights when I would wake suddenly, having unconsciously hit myself in the face or the head. I had no idea why this was happening. As a light sleeper, I would become aware of the automatic jerking movement in my arm a split second before my hand would jump up and slap my head or my cheek.

I often wondered why in the mornings my teeth felt like they had moved during the night; and why they often felt so sore I couldn’t clench them. The shape of my jaws would feel different when I closed my mouth. Eventually as the day wore on, my jaws would feel normal again. It turned out I had been grinding my back teeth so hard during my sleep that I had almost dislocated my jawline.

Eventually the toes on my left foot began to randomly curl inwards and then lock in a painful knot. The pain was excruciating at times. I would end up sitting on the side of the bed with my left foot straddled across my right knee as I forced the toes out of the painful cramp and massaged them straight again, only for the muscles in my foot to contract again minutes later, causing the toes to once more curl inwards.

Of course not all of these ‘symptoms’ were happening simultaneously; but it didn’t take long until I started to worry. One morning while having a cup of coffee I made a list of the strange nocturnal activities. As I looked back over it, I began to feel very vulnerable and scared.

Looking back now, I can see a pattern of small, yet odd, symptoms developing randomly over a period of a few years prior to my diagnosis. It wasn’t as if there had been someone lying beside me at night with whom I could share these strange moments as I was experiencing them. I had been living on my own, renting a small but comfortable apartment in Dublin, in a beautiful location close to the Royal Canal. Paula lived in Cork, one hundred and fifty miles away. There were many nights I wanted to call her to chat about these bizarre sensations, but I knew she worked long days in her own job and needed her rest. I didn’t want to worry her. I knew she was going through a difficult time herself.

It’s often the little things that catch a woman’s attention – things that men either ignore or fail to notice. What I didn’t know was that by that time Paula was already extremely worried about what was happening to me. She had noticed tremors in both of my hands, but decided against saying anything. She knew I had issues with anxiety and just put these tremors down to stress.

As time passed I began to notice, as part of my nightly observations, that my feet felt somehow different. My left foot felt awkward and inactive compared to my right foot, which seemed slightly livelier and more flexible and mobile. The toes on my right foot moved quickly, whereas everything about my left foot seemed like an effort. Even my walking pattern was changing. My left foot seemed slower to respond, as though it was operating from a different set of instructions to the right foot.

There was also a problem with night sweats. Sometimes I would wake up on a cold night lying in bed linen that was soaking wet. It was so bad on some occasions, my initial reaction was that I must have wet the bed. The profuse sweating usually happened on those cold nights, which made no sense to me whatsoever. There were times when I would put my socks back on in an effort to get heat into my toes, even though the rest of my body felt warm. And yet on warmer, humid nights, I faced the opposite problem and seemed physically incapable of sweating; I’d lie there without any bedclothes covering me, wishing I could cool down. My brain would feel as though it was overheating, with my heart pounding like a hammer in my chest, and not a single bead of sweat breaking anywhere on my body – except for my lower back, which would feel saturated.

I was also losing count of the nights I woke up dizzy and gasping for breath, as if I had stopped breathing and had suddenly restarted just as I felt I was about to suffocate. Sometimes I would wake with a parched mouth, so dry I couldn’t swallow. My tongue would feel like a dry sponge or sandpaper. On other nights I’d wake to find I had been drooling so badly that the pillow was soaked. More often now, I was being woken by a ferocious jerk that would shoot through one of my legs, or down my back, or across my shoulders. These jerks (known as myoclonic jerks) were both sporadic and spasmodic, like the sensation of a sharp electric shock, and they were painful enough to leave me wide awake and worried. As more time went by, the toes of my left foot began to regularly feel completely numb, even during the warmer summer weather. It didn’t take long until the toes on my right foot followed suit.

All of this was part of a progressive pattern that eventually started to drag me downhill. At times I lost the will to live – everything was becoming such a struggle. I was doing my best to convince myself that all these physical problems were being caused by stress and anxiety. At that time I was presenting a five-hour-long show, five days a week, as well as an early Sunday morning show on Classic Hits, a radio station I had been working for since the day it first came on air in 2009. There was a huge amount of preparation required for each of the shows, and then there was the administrative work involved in preparing the programme for the following day. My average radio day at the station started around 11 a.m., and often continued until 9 p.m., many evenings during the week. And then there were the Sunday shows. While it was a dream job in many ways, it was also highly stressful; and the simple fact was that I had very little time off to relax and unwind.

The radio station probably couldn’t have chosen a worse time for its official launch in 2009. Within weeks the country’s economy was spiralling into a deep and dark recession, one of the worst in living memory. Months after its first broadcast, the station was in financial trouble. By the end of its first year it was taking every opportunity to pull back on what it was spending. Staff were being let go, and those who remained took substantial pay cuts. I had my wages cut on two occasions in a short space of time which left me quickly falling into debt. As a self-employed sole trader I was responsible at the end of each tax year for paying the income tax owed from the previous year but, because my wages were now significantly lower, my bank account quickly ran out of money. I was warned by close friends that this was inevitable. My marriage had ended in late 2005 and I had moved into temporary accommodation nearby. I had been advised to sell the family home, and that would alleviate all of the debts owed, but I had told my daughters that I would rather find myself homeless than leave them in a position where they might find themselves looking for somewhere else to live.

Financial pressure and debt ate away at my life for years. I seemed to be permanently struggling to find money, even for the simple things like a weekend away, or gifts for birthdays and Christmas. That nagging reminder that I owed money overshadowed everything. I was constantly anxious that I wouldn’t have enough to pay monthly rent and bills. I had little if any money to spend on myself. I just couldn’t get away from it.

Outside of my long hours on the radio, everything eventually seemed overshadowed by a general lack of interest. Apathy had set in; I just didn’t care. I felt exhausted after doing the simplest things, like changing the kitchen bin, or walking the two flights of stairs from the main door to my apartment on the first floor. Even after a short walk, I found myself needing to sit down just to catch my breath. I was low on energy and tired all the time. My life was stuck in some timeless rut, where days just morphed into weeks. It was as though I was coming down with a really bad cold, never moving past that initial stage where you feel just rotten and the temptation to climb back into bed is always there.

Something was dying deep inside my brain, zapping my life force. This is exactly how it felt. By the start of 2015, I was worried for my health, deeply worried, but what could I do? My finances were spiralling out of control. That tiny voice deep inside was telling me I was heading for a fall. It would only be a matter of time. Something was going to happen to me if I didn’t stop this way of living. But how could I stop? I needed money to stop. I had no money. I had to keep earning in order to keep paying: Catch 22. I was like a gerbil on a wheel that just keeps on spinning around and around.

I knew that my passion and enthusiasm for my radio work was slowly slipping away from me. It was a passion I had thrived on from a young age and was very proud of; an enthusiasm that I thought would continue to steer my career for at least another ten years. I was now just going through the motions. Most mornings I woke with an intense dread and loathing for the day ahead, so overwhelming at times that it made no sense to me. It had become the same routine for at least a year, maybe more. Every day I would drag myself out of bed, exhausted and agitated, having been awake since before five – or whenever the twitching and itching, or the muscular jerks, had woken me. There were mornings I just didn’t have the energy to get up or go to work. On those mornings I would often just text the programme director, explain that I was unwell, and then turn over and go back to sleep. On the days I wasn’t working, I found it slightly easier to relax; and at weekends when Paula was around, having travelled from Cork to Dublin to stay with me, things seemed very different and far more manageable.

Although there were times I felt like I was heading for either a major breakdown or a massive heart attack, I knew I had to keep going. I needed money – not just to pay the bills but because I was still paying amounts off the money I owed. On one occasion in December 2015, my debit card failed to work in a local ATM machine close to my apartment. I thought maybe the card had been damaged so I dropped in to the closest bank branch that morning to sort it out.

After checking her computer screen, I was told politely by the teller that someone would come out to chat with me shortly and if I could step aside from the queue at the counter. I knew this couldn’t be good news. My heart sank even further as I waited the best part of half an hour before one of the branch managers approached me. The look on her face did nothing for my deflated spirit. She informed me in a hushed voice that an attachment order had been placed on my bank account and that I was not permitted to access the money in it under any circumstances. This was money I needed in order to pay my bills, to buy Christmas gifts, to buy food. As I left the bank that morning, it started to snow. I looked down at my shoes and asked them to carry me home. I felt so weak that I thought I would collapse. I was mortified.

I cried as I walked towards the railway station, realising as I looked up at the heavy, grey, snowy sky that I didn’t even have enough coins in my pockets to pay for dinner. I decided to walk the five miles home, opting for a microwave dinner from my local supermarket instead of spending the money on a train ticket.

I passed a young man sitting in a doorway holding an empty paper coffee cup. I imagined all of a sudden that it was me in the doorway. I kept walking. I thought to myself that I could just disappear that day. I could step out of the rat race right now if I really wanted to. I could find a bed in a homeless shelter. I had no money – no money! I was halfway home. Something kept telling me that I would be fine if I could just get inside my hall door and close it behind me. I would be safe there. Right then, as I crossed busy streets, with the festive lights hanging overhead, and the distant husky voice of a street busker singing ‘Fairytale of New York’, I was terrified. The word unhinged comes to mind. I wanted to be held, to be told that everything was going to be okay. I remember looking at the sky and begging for someone to send me some kind of sign, that it would all be sorted and I would have money.

I counted at least five people begging on the city streets that morning. Was it because I had no money that I noticed them? The snow turned to heavy rain, and it poured for almost an hour. I was soaked to the skin by the time I reached home. I woke the following morning with the worst flu I have ever experienced in my life. I couldn’t move far from my bed for almost four days. The weather was too unpredictable, and the roads too treacherous, for Paula to travel from Cork.

The stress was becoming unbearable, but I kept it hidden – or so I thought. Then, out of nowhere came a glimmer of hope. While searching the kitchen drawers for some loose change, I found my credit union book which I hadn’t used for years. I had €157 in my account. It wasn’t a lot but at least I could stock up the fridge. Eventually the situation was resolved thanks in no small way to Paula, who managed to secure a loan for me, and to the generosity of my brother and my parents.

Still, I felt as though I was slipping back into a depression that I hadn’t experienced since the nineties. It seemed very recognisable, very real. I frequently forgot where I had put my keys, and it annoyed me that I couldn’t remember passwords on my PC, or my bank account number or various user IDs. But then, maybe minutes or even hours later, I would suddenly be able to recall them. At one point I also entertained the terrifying notion that I might be in the early stages of dementia.

When I mentioned my fears to a doctor, he reassured me that it wasn’t Alzheimer’s disease, or any other type of dementia. ‘Someone with Alzheimer’s,’ he told me, ‘doesn’t just forget where they left their keys; someone with Alzheimer’s doesn’t know what keys are for.’ I found this explanation to be simplistic and rather chilling; but at a time when I felt as though my life was in freefall, it came as a huge relief to be told by my doctor that I didn’t have one of the worst illnesses imaginable. However, these reassurances from him still didn’t stop me from turning to the internet.

I had been told about a test that is used to assess whether or not a patient might have a form of dementia. I think it’s called the ‘clock test’, which I duly carried out myself. Firstly I had to draw a large circle on a blank sheet of A4 paper; I used a saucer to draw the circle. Then, imagining the circle was the face of a blank clock, I had to draw clock hands to show the time at 15.20; I was to do this as quickly as possible. I was able to complete this task almost instantly. I sat back in my chair and breathed a huge sigh of relief. I shut down the laptop and went to bed. Of course, I was completely overlooking the fact that I couldn’t do the test properly and accurately unless I was in the presence of a doctor. For the test to be accurate, he or she would have to choose the time, not me! Someone with signs of dementia, seemingly, may find this test very challenging. All the patient can see is a blank circle. When the doctor asks them to show the time 10 minutes after 11 (which is a time many doctors choose to use for this test), my understanding is that it’s the combination of delay and frustration that alerts the doctor or specialist to the likelihood of a dementia issue.

Although I was temporarily reassured by my doctor’s words and my clock test, I continued to have a very clear sense that there was something wrong with me health-wise, and that it was slowly getting worse. One night I woke up in a fit of coughing. I couldn’t catch my breath. I eased myself out onto the side of the bed and straightened my back. I realised immediately that I was having a full-blown asthma attack – something I hadn’t experienced since I’d given up smoking eighteen years before. I started to pull out drawers and look inside kitchen presses, searching for an old Ventolin inhaler that I knew I had put away somewhere for safe keeping; somewhere so safe that I couldn’t now find it! I eventually located it, checked the expiry date … BBE 10/2010. The inhaler was out of date.

My sense of panic was making the asthma worse. I felt as though I was slowly choking. The inhaler might still work. I couldn’t get it into my mouth fast enough. I took the protective cover off the mouthpiece and shook the tube vigorously, placed it between my lips and fired three shots. I breathed in deeply and felt the cool spray fill my lungs. Within seconds I could feel the relief.

As anyone with asthma will tell you, an asthma attack is both terrifying, because it mostly occurs unexpectedly, and physically exhausting. I went back to bed, lay down and closed my eyes. I could feel my heart pounding so hard that the headboard was tapping against the wall almost in time to the rapid heartbeats. It seemed that my asthma had returned, and it didn’t take long for my doctor to confirm it. Apparently it’s not uncommon for asthma to occur in youth, then to disappear, and later to recur in middle age. I’d been having more upper respiratory viral infections than usual, and this can cause the dormant asthma to rear its nasty head again, which is precisely what happened in late 2016.

Around this time I was revisited by another problem I thought I’d dealt with and put behind me years before. After thirty years of relief from it, my obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) had become unmanageable again – through the roof in fact. It was taking me the best part of an hour to lock up and leave my apartment each day before I went to work, as I made myself check the taps in the kitchen and bathroom; then all of the light switches, the immersion, the central heating, the windows, the plug sockets – all of them, at least five times; and finally the front door lock. It was usually that damn door lock that I got ‘stuck’ on. I often returned back up the stairs to check it ‘just five more times while I counted to nine’. Most days I would phone Paula as I was about to leave for work in an effort to distract myself from the punishing, frustrating ritual that felt as though it was slowly destroying me.

Most people have very mild OCD, most likely without even being aware of it. For them it’s not a disorder, nor is it an overwhelming distraction. It’s more of an extra-cautious sense of reassurance for them when, after locking the front door, they check the handle three times; or they might find a certain kind of inner comfort in their habit of arranging the contents of the fridge in a certain way.

However, if you check the door handle and then you’re compelled to go back to it again and again, checking each time until you’re in danger of physically breaking it, then you have a form of OCD that is interfering with your life on a number of levels. In the same way, if placing the contents of the fridge in a particular order becomes a daily ritual so rigid that you refuse to let anyone else near the fridge, then your habit might be considered to be intrusive, in that it is limiting your freedom to live life like most other people do.

When OCD reaches serious levels of disrupting your peace of mind and your ability to resist the demons, it can threaten to take over your life and deprive you of your freedom. It controls you. It torments you and haunts you. It drives you beyond your ability to control it. When it is extreme, the mind becomes distracted by unmanageable habits and rituals that you feel the overwhelming need to carry out meticulously, and then to repeat each one over and over again.

Such behaviour becomes compulsive and it’s almost always accompanied by recurring thoughts that you habitually dwell on, or obsess over. You might ruminate that if the compulsions are not carried out in a certain precise and ritualistic way, something terrible is going to happen to someone you love, or a fire might start, or your apartment might be broken into. Of course nothing is going to happen to anyone you love if you don’t perform the rituals. There won’t be any fire, or burglary, because it’s simply a mind game. But for those who have to endure life at the extreme end of the OCD scale every day, it’s far from a game that they are playing. It can become a matter of life or death; it’s a never-ending nightmare that can deprive you of your ability to live freely.

Now, at the beginning of 2017, my mind seemed to be turning against me again. It was the same thing every morning as I struggled with the compulsive madness of my rituals before I could leave for work. On the other end of the line, Paula
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