How To Live With The ‘Black Dog’

Sixteen years ago on a morning no different to any other, I got out of bed as I normally had done for the past forty-two years.  Walking from the bedroom along a short hallway in our home I found myself in the kitchen.  Without any indication of what was about to happen to me, suddenly something, I can’t explain what it was.  I’d never ever before in my life experienced anything like this feeling.  It seemed to devour me.  Without fully knowing what was happening to me, my mind seemed to be passing from the present to the twilight zone.  From that moment onward my whole world changed forever.

Trying to describe ‘how’ or ‘what’ I felt at that very moment is somewhat hazy.  It was as if, for one moment I was sane, and without any indication of what was about to happen to me, I suddenly lost my mind and control over my life!  I felt I’d gone from being a normal person one moment to a bubbling idiot the next!  It all happened so quickly; I felt a sense of being trapped in a vacuum of nothing surrounding me.  

I was encased by a monster taking total control over my mind sucking all of my thoughts out of my head.  My power and dignity was taken from me and there was nothing I could do about it!  Just to set the record straight, I have never smoked marihuana or taken any drugs in my life.

Remembering back to what I was thinking that morning, the only thought I can remember at that time is, ‘you have a heart condition’.  At forty-two years old ‘having a heart condition’ was a calamity and wasn’t supposed to happen!  It could happen to anyone else, but not me!  From that moment onward I couldn’t do anything for myself but feel completely useless and hopeless.  It was as if I’d been paralysed by fear of knowing I had a heart condition at forty-two years old.

Each morning after getting out of bed I always made a cup of tea with a piece of toast for my wife giving it to her while she was in bed.  That morning when I didn’t take her the usual morning cup of tea and piece of toast, she walked to the kitchen asking me what I was doing.  I couldn’t speak!  Nothing was making sense to me.  I couldn’t do anything but stand against kitchen sink holding onto it for dear life.  

Gazing out of the kitchen window into space, I felt as though I was in a stupor.  My mind was completely blank and numb!  My wife didn’t know what to do when she asked me what was wrong with me.  I faintly heard her words and had no idea what she was saying.  

Honestly I thought I was living a nightmare and hopefully would suddenly wake up soon to find out it all had been a bad dream, but this was real!  I’d never experienced this feeling before in my life!  It was not a feeling of buckling at the knees or anything like that.  My body seems to be all right.  I had no control over my mind or thoughts I was thinking.  My brain was not computing.  

Looking back to that day and trying to make sense of ‘what happened to me’ all I can put it down to is that I was living with the ‘Black Dog’ and didn’t know it at the time.

Still dressed in my shortie pyjamas and a singlet I slowly left the kitchen to sit in my recliner chair in the lounge room.  The television set was on.  I didn’t know what programme was showing.  Several times I heard my wife asking ‘if I was alright’ but her words seemed so distant and faint.

My two teenage children were shocked to see their father looking out into space without acknowledging their presence.  There was nothing I could do other than to look at them nodding my head to show I was still with them.  They left for school.  I felt so damn useless and helpless.  All of that day I sat on the recliner chair.  The only time I left it was to visit the toilet.  The television set continued blasting out sounds and pictures but I took no notice of what was on.

All through that day I sat in the recliner chair, not moving as if I was transfixed and glued to it.  Remembering back to that day it is hard for me to know what I was thinking for all I can remember is that I didn’t have anything to eat or drink.  My wife prepared a sandwich and cup of coffee for me leaving it on the side table beside my chair.  I didn’t touch it.  Not that I didn’t feel like eating but I couldn’t understand why I didn’t want to eat.  I was transfixed in a trance having no idea of what was going on in the world around me.  

Throughout the night, I must have fallen asleep because someone, probably my wife had thrown a blanket over me.  The television set continued blasting away its programmes.  Only when I needed to go to the toilet did I leave the comfort of my chair returning to it soon afterwards.  The following day was no different to the first.  I felt unclean and dirty.  My teeth felt all cloggy with a dirty taste in my mouth as you have after not brushing your teeth for a couple of days.  

Midway through the third day still sitting in the lounge chair, suddenly my eyes focused on a television programme.  It was the ‘Golden Girls’, a programme involving the lives of four women and how they coped with different situations happening in their lives.  Blanch; one of the women in the show recently had a pacemaker implanted.  Hearing the word ‘pacemaker’ mentioned I sat upright immediately taking notice of the story.  Only a fortnight before I had a ‘pacemaker’ implanted myself!  After she returned home from hospital, she locked herself in her bedroom not wanting to see anyone.  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing!  

What were the chances of that happening, watching a television show when one of the characters experienced a similar fate to how I was feeling?    Eventually the other ‘Golden Girls’ helped her through the ordeal and everything worked out for Blanch.

There and then I made up my mind to shake this – whatever it was that had hold of me and to get on with my life!  Firstly, I needed to think positive; fighting whatever it was that controlled me.  I made my mind up to ‘learn and live with a pacemaker’.  ‘I’m alive thank goodness’, I thought as my mind started to clear forcing me to get my backside off the recliner chair and move my aching body.  I felt like I was a new man after having a shower, shaving off three days of beard growth feeling clean and alive once again.

At first it wasn’t easy to ‘shake this thing’.  Day after day I tried in vane to ‘get on with my life’ but it wasn’t the same as it had been prior to me having my pacemaker implanted.  I couldn’t talk to anyone about my feelings and how I felt!  My self-esteem dived to the bottom of the ocean like a submarine fighting to escape depth charges.

Comments made by my workmates about ‘don’t do that because you have a bad heart’ threw my self-confidence out of the window.  I felt as if my self-esteem received another ‘kick in the guts’ and I had to start from scratch. 

I went from job to job not knowing what I wanted to do.  I felt safe in a job when I didn’t have to make decisions.  It was my comfort zone.  One day fed into the next and I didn’t seem to be getting any better.  I felt comfortable enough with my life but it was going nowhere fast.  Easy tasks I’d done before my operation seemed beyond me.  I’d give up at the drop of a hat.  Life for me seemed to be coming to an end.

Finally after about two years of living in my comfort zone, and liking it, I was forced out of my comfort zone by a strange chain of events.  Initially I didn’t think that I did very much when this happened but I felt an enormous relief of satisfaction when out-of-the-blue I was called upon to react in a dangerous situation.  I came through with flying colours when my work colleagues slapped me on the back praising my efforts of what I did at the time saved them.  

At that moment the ‘Black Dog’ finally had had enough of holding onto me, releasing me back to my old self.   I have never gone back!
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