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Life has a way of teaching lessons in the most unexpected ways. For me, it started in the dusty streets of a small country town in Victoria, Australia—a place where everyone knew your name, and the weight of expectation was as suffocating as the summer heat. From those simple beginnings, my journey took me to places I never imagined and through trials I wouldn’t wish upon anyone. Yet, each twist and turn, each joy and heartbreak, has led me here: to this page, to this story.

I wasn’t born a saint, and I’ve never claimed to be one. As a young man, I ran fast and wild, chasing shadows in the bottom of a bottle and in the haze of substances I thought would numb the pain. The abattoirs of the Northern Territory became my proving ground—a rough place full of rougher men, where survival meant standing your ground and out-drinking the competition. I thrived in that world, or so I thought. But deep down, I was running from something I couldn’t name.

By the time I found my footing, I had already stumbled far. Returning to my hometown was a reckoning. I met a woman who would become my wife, raising two children I adored. I also built a business that gave us more than I could have dreamed. From the outside, it looked like I’d conquered my demons. On the inside, they never left. Panic attacks haunted me like ghosts, a cruel reminder that no amount of money or success can buy peace of mind.

And then came the illness—a thief in the night. Guillain-Barré Syndrome didn’t just rob me of my health; it dismantled my life. While I lay in a hospital bed, wondering if I would survive to tell any tales, and then with the separation of my ex-partner, I had to rebuild my life from the ashes with two young kids depending on me. I came face-to-face with the fragility of everything I had worked for. I had to learn how to live again—physically, emotionally, spiritually, and as a father.

This book is my attempt to address one of the demons that has fought me almost every step of the way - Panic Attacks—the chaos, the triumphs, the pain, and the healing. It’s not just my story; it’s a testament to the resilience and indomitable will of the human spirit. I want to share some fears from my life and what it taught me, not to preach but to remind anyone who feels lost that it’s never too late to find your way back. Whether in the darkest night of your soul or riding high on life’s peaks, I hope these pages in some way speak to you.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s this: life can break you and rebuild you at the same time if you allow it.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction. 



[image: ]


It starts with a disconcerting feeling, an inexplicable unease that crawls up my spine. I can’t pinpoint what’s wrong, but my body knows something is amiss. Fear begins to seep in like a cold sweat, and my hands start to shake uncontrollably. The sensation is all-consuming, but I can’t figure out why. Should I flee? Hide in a dark corner? I’ve tried that before, and it didn’t help. Curl up in a foetal position, seeking solace in vulnerability? No, that doesn’t seem to work either. I’m spiralling, my mind racing, and I’m losing control. I’m overwhelmed by a terror I can’t comprehend. Why is this happening to me? I feel like I’m disintegrating, like disappearing into a void of fear.

My body is no longer my own. The tremors intensify, evolving into a seismic quake within me. My heart pounds in my chest, racing faster than a car speeding 100 miles per hour. My breathing is erratic, with shallow gasps that seem to escape my control. I feel as though I’m on the brink of death, teetering on the edge of a chasm I can’t see. What can I do to stop this? The urge to escape is overwhelming. I make a frantic dash to the hospital, my legs moving faster than they ever have before. I collapse on the grass outside, clutching at the ground as if it can anchor me to reality. For a moment, I find a fleeting sense of safety. The attack starts to recede, but the aftershocks of fear continue to tremble through me.

As I lie there, struggling to regain composure, I worry about being seen. People might think I’m strange, out of my mind. Back then, the concept of panic attacks was poorly understood. Talking about them would often result in judgment, being labelled as odd or even queer—a term frequently used in my younger years. It was a time when mental health issues were stigmatised, and the notion of talking openly about such struggles was met with suspicion or disdain.

Returning to a semblance of normalcy, I grapple with the relentless terror that can strike at any moment—day or night- anywhere. At that stage of my life, I still had no understanding of these attacks. 

The sheer fear and helplessness they evoked were the most harrowing experiences I had ever faced. For three decades, I endured these paralysing episodes, not knowing how to manage or control them.

My first encounter with this torment began in my teenage years, a period marked by excessive alcohol consumption and experimentation with drugs. I often thought that my reckless behaviour had played a role in triggering these attacks. In those terrifying moments, all I could think about was the fear of dying from an unknown affliction that seemed beyond my grasp.

Panic attacks became a persistent and paralysing presence in my life, a cruel constant that left me feeling as though I was on the verge of death. Living in constant dread only fuelled the attacks, making them more intense and frequent. The journey to understand and manage these attacks felt like an endless road, with much to learn and many obstacles to overcome.
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Growing up, the Catholic faith wasn't just a part of my life; it was the very foundation upon which my family was built. My parents were devout to the core, instilling in me the belief that Catholicism was the absolute truth, the one path to righteousness. The rituals of the Rosary every night, the prayers, and the Sunday Mass were all ingrained in me as the ultimate way of life. They never touched a drop of alcohol, preferring their tea, and they took immense pride in their unwavering commitment to the Church—"My mother, who wasn’t originally Catholic, converted just to marry my father—if she hadn’t, their marriage wouldn’t have been allowed.

At the time, it felt like a natural part of life, something unquestioned. But looking back, I see what a profound sacrifice it was for her, a testament to how deeply religion dictated our lives, almost ruling over us with an iron fist. Yet for me, everything about faith began to shift after an experience I had as a young boy."This experience would alter my perception of the world around me.

I can still recall the pure, unfiltered excitement that surged through me the day I saw an angel. It wasn’t just a fleeting thought or a vague feeling—it was a vivid, ethereal vision that filled me with awe. I felt like I had glimpsed something genuinely divine, something beyond the ordinary. With my heart pounding and my voice trembling with excitement, I rushed to share this miraculous event with my parents. But instead of the amazement and understanding I had expected, I was met with dismissiveness. They waved off my encounter as nothing more than a trick of light, insisting that it was just the sun playing through the curtains and casting shadows on the wall. In that instant, my once-in-a-lifetime experience was reduced to nothing more than a child's imagination, leaving me feeling utterly deflated.

Their reaction left me deeply confused. If the Church, which we attended so faithfully, spoke of angels in their sermons, and if my parents were such devout believers, why did they so easily dismiss my experience? Why didn’t they see me for what I had seen? This encounter, which I had thought would be a confirmation of my faith, instead became a source of doubt and confusion. I began to second-guess myself, questioning about religion and whether I had seen anything or if it was merely a figment of my imagination.

It wasn’t until I confided in my Nan that I found the comfort and validation I desperately needed. She believed me without question, telling me I was truly blessed to have witnessed such a sight. She explained that my parents were limited in their understanding, bound by the teachings of their religion, and unaware of the vast spiritual world that existed beyond it.

This revelation stirred a storm of questions in my mind. What was my parents' reasoning not seeing beyond the rigid boundaries of their faith? Were they afraid of what would happen if I spoke openly about my vision? Did they fear that others—even our own family—would see me as different, or worse, believe there was something wrong with their son? What was the true essence of faith? What were we really being taught from the pulpit every Sunday?

With these questions swirling in my mind, I listened more intently during Mass, something I had rarely done before. Until then, the priests’ sermons had seemed distant and irrelevant to me, a boy who spent hours talking with God and the angels in private. Unlike the priests’ portrayal, my connection with God was warm, intimate, and peaceful. I was a bit of a loner, finding solace in the company of my Nan and God. The God I spoke to in my heart was nothing like the stern, judgmental figure described by the priests.

At church, the sermons often revolved around sin, punishment, and the looming threat of eternal damnation for even the smallest of transgressions. It felt as though fear was being used as a tool to keep the congregation in line, to make us obedient through dread.

I had always spoken with a God who was loving, understanding, and compassionate. But the more I listened to the priest’s sermons, the more I realised that the church’s version of God felt nothing like the one I knew. Their God demanded obedience through fear, not love. Over time, I couldn’t ignore the hypocrisy—the way religion was wielded as a tool for control rather than comfort. And then there was the money. The endless collection plates, the envelopes passed in faith, while we sometimes struggled to put food on the table. Yet my father, devoted and unquestioning, continued to give so generously to these parasites, as if his sacrifice would bring us salvation. But never did the church give back to us, never, not once.

It became clear to me that the essence of true faith was far removed from the rigid doctrines being preached.

When I shared these thoughts with my Nan, I found a kindred spirit—she didn’t think much of the church either. “Hypocrites, the lot of them,” she would say, always blunt and unapologetic. She was supportive, understanding, and never one to blindly follow tradition. She hadn’t been pleased when my mother converted to Catholicism just to marry my father. I still remember her saying to her friend one day, “You shouldn’t have to change your bloody religion to get married. The only reason a man and a woman marry is because they’re in love.”

So in no way did my Nan try to dissuade me from my path but instead encouraged me to stay strong and persevere, knowing that life would be filled with challenges. She was right, of course—life threw more than its fair share of obstacles my way. There were countless struggles, far too many to detail, but through it all, I learned to rise above the hardships. It wasn’t easy, and it took time to develop the resilience needed not to let other’s thoughts and opinions weigh me down, but with each trial, I grew stronger.

Leaving school at a young age was a pivotal moment in my life. The school had always felt oppressive to me, much like the church. It was a place that tried to mould us into a certain shape, preparing us for a life of conformity, debt, and limited opportunities. I couldn’t stand it, and I frequently skipped classes, preferring the freedom of the mountain near our school. 

That mountain became my refuge, a place where I could breathe and be myself, away from the suffocating expectations of education. The school atmosphere was stifling, with teachers who were often cruel and disinterested. Of all the teachers and nuns who taught me in primary and secondary school, only one stood out as a kind and beautiful soul. The rest were frustrated, bitter, and harsh, adding to my disdain for the institution.

By the time I was fifteen, I had found an escape in alcohol. Working at a meatworks, surrounded by older men and boys who drank heavily, experimented with, and used drugs, I quickly fell into the same habits. I saw myself as one of the boys, maybe even a bit of a hero in my own mind. I loved the camaraderie, the feeling of being
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