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         Praise for The Fatigue Solution


         The Fatigue Solution is Max Tuck’s extraordinary contribution to those suffering a less than vital life. Her far-reaching depth of knowledge and exceptional experience allow her to speak from the heart and the head with total balance. What I love about this literary journey is the personalization when woven together with scientific fact presents an unchallengeable pathway to success. As a veterinary surgeon, she is not shy to dive deep into the essence of what makes us creatures tick. Combined with the emotional mountains that must be conquered before healing can occur, we should each take heed and recognize the awesome necessity of comprehensive healing.

         Max’s keen mind is able to scan the scientific literature and apply it in a practical and effective way. Her objective is simplicity and the result is extraordinary. In our high-speed, low fulfillment world, the majority feel out of fuel. This is not a natural state that was endured by our forebears. Changing the direction of your existence and applying the tools of positive thought and pure food will enable you to relinquish the exhaustion that plagues modern humanity. Ms. Tuck is a perfect example of a vibrant, connected woman with the energy of someone decades younger. Her hobbies are generally considered feats by the average person; she enjoys them with no compromise. For the decades that I have had the privilege to know Max, I have always respected her straightforward approach that gets right to the point and allows the recipient to fully understand her suggestions. Thank you for writing The Fatigue Solution which I am sure will help endless people in their quest to gain health and happiness.

         Brian Clement PhD, LN

         Director, Hippocrates Health Institute, Florida

         
             

         

         Max has done it again! Another fantastic book packed with life transforming information and practical tips on how to improve your health and wellbeing – forever. Reading her life story is both shocking and truly inspirational. Doctors need to read this!

         Susanna McIntyre, BVSc, MRCVS, PDNN

         Founding President, BVDA

         
             

         

         We all lead busy lives, and sometimes forget to look after ourselves the way we should. Having met Max and attended some of her meetings on nutrition, I have become more aware of the nutrients my body needs to function healthily and efficiently. As an international sportsman I put my body through a lot of physical and mental stress, and if it’s not managed well, can sometimes lead to loss of form and depression. In the real world we don’t necessarily have fitness coaches, nutritionists and psychologists on hand to point us in the right direction, no-one to manage us but ourselves. Max Tuck takes us through a journey of discovery, highlighting what can happen if we don’t listen to our bodies, and how to overcome and recover from the lowest points to the highest peaks. This book is inspirational, and a must as we journey through life.

         Norman Cowans

         Former England, Middlesex and Hampshire cricketer

         
             

         

         With modern-day technologies and everyday stress to our mind and body, chronic fatigue syndrome and stress-related illnesses are unfortunately becoming far too common. The Fatigue Solution gives support and proven facts that we can overcome and prevent these symptoms with natural remedies and healthy life changes. A must read for anyone suffering with this debilitating condition.

         Bernardo Moya

         Chief Inspirational Officer of The Best You

         
             

         

         … Max is a wonderful professional and friend. Her positivity and factual insights are full of important information and knowledge for those of us who want to change our way of life for the better…

         Jo White

         Founder and CEO, Swags World

         
             

         

         As an entrepreneur and self-confessed ‘livewire’ I’ve always strived to do more, achieve more and be more, and in doing so, created my own ‘supercharged’ hamster wheel. This hamster-wheel lifestyle meant that I wasn’t fuelling my body correctly or taking enough time to rest and recharge. As a consequence, the wheel came off its tracks, crashing spectacularly in 2015 when I was suddenly and dramatically taken ill and diagnosed with acute lymphoblastic leukaemia and a grim prognosis. After 12 months’ enduring one of the most toxic allopathic treatments there is, combining chemotherapy, full body radiotherapy and a stem cell transplant, I was ready to begin my healing journey.

         Though nutrition and wellness had always been important to me, my ‘supercharged’ lifestyle had meant that they were always the things that would slide during the really hectic times. Whilst undergoing treatment I did a lot of research and tried many different nutrition plans and wellness tools as I was determined that these would be the things that would truly aid my recovery. It was during this time I bumped into Max Tuck … a real stroke of luck.

         Max is someone who combines expert scientific knowledge with practical implementation and advice. Her books and personal guidance helped me massively in broadening my knowledge and channelling her guidance into my own healing power.

         
             

         

         Mark Bryant

         Author of Exhausted Entrepreneur and CEO of The Energise Academy
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         It is 24 May 2016 and I’ve just arrived at the Ageas Bowl in Southampton to deliver a business presentation about online marketing and brand building. I’m on crutches, recovering from an ankle injury, and before I take to the stage I am hobbling around talking to some of the audience.

         I am approached by a fit, healthy-looking woman who is bursting with energy. She speaks …

         ‘Are you the juice junkie?’

         As we start to get into conversation it becomes almost instantly apparent that parts of our lives overlap. We both grew up in the south of England; we both dreamt big at a young age; we both had challenges in our lives; and we both developed a mindset of, ‘If you tell me it can’t be done, I’m going to prove you wrong.’

         The biggest thing we share, however, is that we both went on a relentless pursuit in our careers and, in doing so, completely ignored our own health.

         I remember being interviewed at a health event in 2012 and one of the questions I was asked was, ‘Do you have a background in health?’ My honest answer was, ‘No, I have a background in bad health.’

         I stepped onto a slippery slope in 1998. I was 22 years old and just six weeks after marrying the girl of my dreams my father died from cancer. He was just 50 years old, and at the time of the wedding, we didn’t even know he was sick.

         I spent the next 10 years trying to fill a void by chasing shiny new things and focusing on my career. By the end of 2008, I was obese, depressed, addicted and had an ever-growing list of illnesses. I couldn’t even walk up a set of stairs without getting out of breath.

         Have you ever had a moment where life changed in an instant?

         For me, one of those moments came when my second wife told me she was pregnant. I knew something had to change. My health was getting progressively worse (both physically and mentally) and I feared that, like my Dad, I too was heading for an early grave.

         Knowing things need to change and actually changing are, however, two very different things. I was in denial, like the proverbial ostrich, with my head buried deep in the sand.

         The final straw came in 2009 when I was on a short business trip. I managed accidentally to tear a hole in my suit and circumstances meant my only option was to go shopping for a new one. It was that shopping trip that made me realise just how obese I had become and as I stared into the mirror in the fitting room I saw an old, sick man staring back at me. I hardly recognised myself.

         I was unable to buy a suit off the peg and had to have emergency alterations done by a tailor. I felt embarrassed and ashamed of who I had become. Something had to change.

         When I returned from that business trip I made an appointment with a nutritionist. My wife had been trying to get me to see one for years, but I had always resisted. Maybe it was fear of change, although I suspect the main reason was that I was too scared of being honest about just how sick I’d become.

         What happened next surprised me. I’d expected to maybe lose a few pounds and for my clothes to feel looser. I hadn’t expected the other changes. For the first time in years I started to feel well. How could something as simple as changing what I was eating make such a huge impact? I felt compelled to find out and started studying everything about nutrition that I could lay my hands on. Over the following months and years I experimented with the things I was learning about and slowly reinvented myself as an endurance athlete, competing in ultra-marathons and triathlons.

         My journey in sickness, and my transformation back out of it, are further similarities between myself and the woman I met in Southampton – Max Tuck, the author of this book. The symptoms of disease we each experienced may have been different, but what if in both cases the root cause and the solution were the same?

         I believe that essential to true wellness are attitude, intake and movement. Max Tuck may use different words from me, but in this book she will share her experience, based around a very similar discovery. Combining science and her personal transformation story, prepare to learn The Fatigue Solution and how Max went from medical write-off to mountains and marathons.

         Neil Martin

         Natural Juice Junkie

      

   


   
      

         
            Introduction

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         Where does it come from, this relentless desire to achieve? This all-consuming pursuit of the difficult, the tough, the nigh-on impossible? We continue to hear inspiring stories of people overcoming incredible adversity to reach their goals and dreams, to become the fastest, go the furthest, the highest …

         I’m not a world-beater; I never have been. I run because I enjoy it, not because I can realistically compete with the best. I commit to challenges because I can, because I know that my body and mind are capable of it. And, maybe because someone else, recently or at some other point in the past, told me I couldn’t. Now therein lies a tale.

         Don’t tell me I can’t

         I can remember being rebellious from an early age. My parents told me that I was always a bit different, even when I was very young. I never wanted to play safe like my older sister. I was the one who would want to know why I couldn’t, or wasn’t allowed to, do something which my parents perceived to be dangerous. Take my first broken arm, for example. I was seven years old, playing at a friend’s house. Her garden was very steep, and we had scooters. My parents expressly told me that under no circumstances should I ride my scooter down the hill in the back garden. Of course I ignored them. And I’m sure they were probably right, if I wanted to remain uninjured. But I wanted the thrill, so I did it anyway. My left arm went snap just as soon as I fell off and hit the rockery. But the speed rush was almost worth it.

         My competitive streak had become evident by the age of six. When asked what I wanted to do when I grew up, I stated that I was going to be ‘The best ice skater in the world’. This was pretty unlikely since I grew up on the Isle of Wight; it was the 1970s and the island had no ice rink at that time, nor, as it turned out, an indoor swimming pool, which likewise put paid to my later ambition of becoming a champion high-board diver. But why should I let such minor difficulties stop me? After all, a girl’s gotta have goals. In those days, we had to catch a ferry and go to Southampton to go skating. We could only go on a couple of Saturdays every month, but after my first two sessions, and watching the famous Russian pairs champions, Irina Rodnina and Alexander Zaitsev on TV, I believed I could take on the skating elite.

         I exhibited similar determination in the school gym. When Health and Safety regulations were non-existent, I discovered that I had a talent for rope climbing, but just getting to the top was not enough for me. I had to get to the top first, and faster than all the other kids in school. I did it, but Sherree Wilson was a formidable opponent nonetheless. We spent many hours during gym playtime racing each other, until our arm muscles were screaming at us and our hands, feet and legs were covered in rope burns.

         My determination to be the fastest didn’t stop there. Likewise, when I was six, I discovered a talent for sprinting. Not only did I try to beat everyone in the class, I also wanted to beat the older kids, including the boys. I never understood why they had separate boys’ races and girls’ races; I wanted to take on everyone. I never did behave like a typical girl. I had a competitive nature which bordered on the aggressive, and I needed an outlet for it. This, in turn, led on to some less than optimal experiences as I grew up.

         One of the things that marked me out as being ‘different’ (in addition to my long white-blonde hair and vivid blue eyes) appeared to be my brain. At the age of five, my parents were called in to the school to talk about me. My primary school teacher was perplexed. ‘I’ve got a class of 35 non-readers to deal with, and then, well, there’s your daughter. I just don’t know what to do with her.’

         My parents had taught me to read when I was two years old. I loved it. I soaked up information like a sponge. One of my favourite activities as a five-year-old was spelling long words that my father would read out to me. When I was six, he started teaching me French. But that led on to a slight challenge for the teachers. What on earth could they do with me in a class where no one else could read? I was sent for IQ testing. I won’t go into details, but my score was very high. There was only one thing for it. At the age of seven, I was moved up a year.

         I actually found this to be quite exciting. I was in a class of kids that were anything up to 16 months older than I was, and I enjoyed trying to be best in class despite this. I had new, older friends and only spent one year at junior school, instead of the obligatory two years. I was sent to middle school, for nine to 13 year olds, at the age of eight. This is where the problems began.

         One of the criteria the teachers took into consideration before moving me up a year was my height. Was I tall enough to be with the older kids? Would I look obviously out of place and therefore be a target? You’ll be surprised to hear (given the fact that I am not a tall adult) that at the age of seven I was one of the tallest in my junior school. This boded well for middle school; I was unlikely to be singled out as someone to be picked on. The problems arose just as soon as my middle school teacher read out the names of the 30 kids in class, and confirmed their dates of birth – ‘just for the record’. If this had not been done, my school experience for the following four years might have been very different.

         As soon as it became common knowledge that I was born in 1963, and not 1961 or 1962 like the other kids, the relentless bullying began. I was hated because, despite being younger than everyone else, my school work was better and I got higher grades than the others. The cleverest girl in class hated me the most. How dare I try to be better than her? Who did I think I was?

         The full details of my problems at school are for another book, another time. But my determination was forged in the classroom and in the playground. One of the favourite phrases repeated by the bullies was that I would not go to high school when they did – that I would be kept down a year. I was determined to go to high school when they did, even though they were making my life hell. Who were they to tell me I couldn’t do it? What did they know about me?

         When I went to high school at the age of 12, not 13 like everyone else, the same problems arose. Once I was singled out as the youngest child in the school, the victimisation began all over again. This time though, the subject of ‘Don’t tell me I can’t’ related to my choice of profession. Because of my passion for language and creative writing, I had always thought I would study languages. That all changed when I met Dr Colin McCarty, or ‘The Doc’ as he became known. I mention The Doc in my 2014 book The Whole Body Solution. He was my high school science teacher, and as soon as I started learning about the sciences, and once my older sister suggested that I might consider veterinary medicine as a career choice, my focus changed completely. I was going to become a vet.

         Ah, the number of people who tried to tell me that I couldn’t do that. First, they said I was too small, and that you had to be male. Then they said that you couldn’t get in to study as a vet unless your father was a vet. Well, that was just nonsense. It’s hardly hereditary! And then they told me that I wasn’t good enough at physics. So I worked even harder. I ignored the bullying; my respite was sport. Every lunchtime, I was involved in some activity, be it athletics (I was a sprinting, long jump and high jump specialist, but would turn my hand to anything), hockey, netball, tennis – to escape from the classroom, I’d just go out and do anything. And at home, I’d bury my head in science books. My father even organised extra physics classes for me after school. He really wanted me to be successful and follow my passion.

         I made it through to 6th form, and found myself in all the same classes as the chief bully from middle school. The years had mellowed her slightly, but the irony was that she wanted to be a vet too. I studied incredibly hard for my four A-levels. That was another thing – I was told that I wouldn’t be able to do four A-levels because I wouldn’t be able to handle the work pressure. To tell the truth, since physics and maths were my two weakest subjects, I guessed that after the first year of 6th form, I would just drop one. I never got round to it. I could handle the work pressure. After my middle school experience, I could handle anything.

         So, what about not being able to be a vet? I remember the day as if it were yesterday. I had received one offer from London University to study veterinary medicine. The four other vet schools in the UK at that time had all rejected me. I didn’t really want to go to London, but I seriously wanted to be a vet. I missed my A-level grades by one point. Undeterred, I got straight on the phone to the Royal Veterinary College.

         They informed me that they’d had 1100 applicants for their 70 places that year. They had five places remaining and they were conducting interviews over a two-day period. They gave me a date to come to interview. We made it a family day out, and I can still remember my parents sitting on a park bench waiting for me to come out from my interview. They were anxious; they knew how much it meant to me.

         ‘You said what?’

         My father’s face said it all. During the interview, the fact that I was only 17 reared its head. The interview panel (there were four of them), pointed this out, and asked me what I would do if they did not offer me a place. They had, after all, requested that I attained a grade B in physics, and I had only managed a C. Initially I pointed out that with my D-grade A level in maths, it actually added up to the required number of points they had asked me to get, but they weren’t having any of it. ‘Will you go back to school and retake your physics? After all, you are a year younger than all our other applicants, and in some cases two years younger.’

         Not a chance. I knew that I had no aptitude for physics. Chemistry and biology were my thing; I had A grades in both. There was no way in the world that I would ever get higher than a grade C in physics, and I knew it. I’m not defeatist, I’m realistic. And there was no way I was going to fail. I told them straight – ’No’. But I couldn’t just leave it there; I had to add something else. ‘I’ll go through clearing and study medicine or dentistry. With these grades, I’ll easily get in to either course.’

         With that, they terminated the interview. Just like that. ‘Thank you, Miss Tuck. That will be all.’ No wonder Dad looked worried. He thought I’d blown it. Undeterred, I walked with my parents to London University’s Halls of Residence close by. I dropped in to see if there would be any accommodation available for me. The chances didn’t look good – everyone else had got in first. But as soon as I met the warden of Canterbury Hall, and Oliver, her lovely Irish red setter, I knew I was in with a chance. I played with Oliver whilst I explained to her what was happening; I was waiting to see if the RVC was going to accept me. She had very few places remaining, but she liked vets. I was quietly confident that I could pull this off.

         To this day, I will never know what the interview panel in August 1980 really thought of this slightly surprising 17-year-old. But they accepted me. Me! My father was not a vet. I did not attend private school. I was too young. I was female. I was less than 5 feet 6 inches tall and I weighed only 8 stone.

         Don’t tell me I can’t. I’ll prove you wrong.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            The diagnosis

         

         The doctor looked at me over the top of his half-rimmed glasses; his expression was difficult to read. It was a cross between resigned and apologetic, a bit like that of a teacher telling one of his pupils that they had failed to get into the university of their choice, and that their parents were going to be disappointed in them.

         ‘How old are you?’ he asked. I found this an odd question – surely he had my date of birth on the clinical notes. Maybe his maths just wasn’t very good. Or maybe he was testing me, to see if my brain was still working. It was, despite the fact that my whole body was trying to shut down.

         ‘Twenty-seven’, I replied. His expression now became one of deeper sympathy.

         ‘You have Epstein-Barr virus, and post-viral syndrome – a type of chronic fatigue,’ he continued. ‘Your immune system has crashed – unfortunately you have very few white blood cells remaining. Of course, you’re probably familiar with what that means?’

         I was indeed familiar – I was a vet after all. I spent a decent proportion of every working day looking at, and interpreting, blood results. Low white blood cell counts are a feature of viral infections.

         ‘At least it isn’t leukaemia,’ I thought to myself. It was what happened next that surprised me.

         ‘You need to take at least a month off work. I would recommend that you go home and evaluate what you want to do with your life. You will have to accept that it won’t be the same as it was before. You need to realise that most people never fully recover from this. And you also need to realise that if you don’t rest and slow down, you’ll shorten your life expectancy.’

         ‘I can’t take a month off work,’ I retorted. Didn’t he have any idea what my life was like? Probably not – I think very few people know what it is like to be a young vet in a rapidly growing practice, working ridiculous hours and having no time to stop, rest or eat. Besides, I knew what my boss’s reaction was going to be if I suddenly announced that I needed a month off. And I was right.

         I had a virus. It wasn’t particularly surprising. But here I was, with something so small that it can’t even be seen under a normal microscope, named after two doctors I had never heard of, which had wiped out my immune system, caused profound exhaustion and allowed my muscles to waste away to the point where the casual observer would have thought I had anorexia. How did I get into this mess?

         Chicken or egg?

         What came first? Was it the virus that had stopped me in my tracks, reducing me to an exhausted shadow of my former self? Or was it my lifestyle? My mindset? My refusal to stop, rest or give up long after others would have? Let’s look at that first.

         It was 1989. I was living near the south coast, in the first house I had ever bought. I was running my own branch clinic in a vet practice which I had joined in February 1987. I had responsibilities – to my clients, to my boss; in fact, to everyone, it appeared, except myself. My day would start in a flurry of activity. Get up, shower, have breakfast, make lunch, dash out of the door. Sit in motorway traffic for an hour to get to my branch clinic. No appointments – everyone who turned up during the hour that the branch clinic was open in the morning got seen. Load the car, drive back to the hospital with all the surgical patients for the day. Get started immediately with my surgical procedures; I had as many as 10 per day. Take phone calls, collect blood results, relay reports to owners, grab the patients that I’d operated on and that would be collected from the branch the same day in the evening. Drive back to the branch clinic. Again, in the evenings, no appointments – see every client that walks in. They often had multiple animals with them. There was one evening when I saw 42 clients with 50 animals which all required clinical examination, diagnosis and treatment; I finished at 9.40 pm and wondered what had hit me, but I thought that it was normal, that this was what was expected. And if any dogs or cats needed to be taken back to the hospital for further investigation, I did that too, even if I wasn’t on duty. Add to that the one full weekend on duty every five weeks (a 52-hour shift) and working every other Saturday … My 10-hour days rapidly turned into 12-hour days, and sometimes 16-hour days. No time for breaks, no time to eat, no time to look after this determined mini-powerhouse that was me.

         But of course I was indestructible. I knew that. Only wimps give up. Besides, I was on a turnover-related bonus scheme. I’d never turn work away; I’d never ask colleagues for help – they were probably too busy anyway. I didn’t like to admit it, but I needed the money. I’d bought my house in February 1989, and mortgage interest rates shot up to 16 per cent. I was earning £14,000 per year and my monthly mortgage payments were £674. If you do the maths, it won’t take you long to work out that I could either eat, or heat my house. I couldn’t do both, and I absolutely refused to get into debt. Failure was not an option.

         The previous May, I had increased the turnover of my branch practice by 53 per cent for that particular month. This was deemed impossible; no one else in the practice had ever come close to that, and a bottle of champagne arrived in my in-tray from my delighted boss. I still have no idea how I managed it, and I think the accountant had to do a couple of double-takes and recalculations to make sure he’d got the figures right. But then the goalposts were moved – that ‘outstanding’ turnover became the new normal and the figures I was expected to hit were adjusted ever upwards. I just didn’t know how to say no. I was a relative newcomer to the practice and I wanted to prove my value to the business.

         By the end of January 1990, the cracks were beginning to show. I suffered from ‘fluctuations’ in my mood. I was becoming run-down, much as I hated to admit it. I seemed to need more and more sleep, and that sleep was not regenerating me as it had previously. After a heart-to-heart with the head nurse of the practice, who had noticed that something was wrong, the solution was obvious – I needed a holiday.

         Sinai to the rescue

         I’ve always been someone who was very definitely up for trying new things, particularly if some element of fear or danger was involved. Thus it was that I learned to scuba dive in 1987. If you suffered equipment failure, you could die, so I considered that to be pretty exciting. I learned in a swimming pool, followed by the murky waters off the south coast of England. But who wants to dive in England? Firstly, the visibility is usually rubbish. And then there’s the cold water. And once you get down there, unless you’re wreck-diving, there isn’t actually that much to see. In late 1988, I had been to Eilat in Israel to go diving. It had been my parents’ idea. They realised that I was going to dive no matter how bad an idea they thought it was. And they also knew that I couldn’t afford a solo-holiday – the single room supplement is a real killer. So they said they were interested in going to Israel to see the sights, and would I like to go too. The plan was that they would go off and do their thing, I would go diving, and we would meet up for dinner in the evenings. Who was I to say no?

         I’ve always had problems with my left ear. It dates back to when I was five and I had an ear infection, which left me with a ruptured ear drum. It had healed, but was weaker, and gave me problems equalising the pressure when diving. On my first dive in Eilat, I couldn’t equalise at all, which meant that I couldn’t submerge below six metres. The pain in my left ear became unbearable, and the rest of the dive group went off without me. I could see them below me through the clear water, see their exhaled bubbles, but couldn’t reach them. Furious (you are told that for safety you never dive alone, ever), I surfaced and swam back to the shore. I returned to the changing rooms of the dive centre, and began taking off my gear. Air cylinder and fins off, I was still fuming that I had been deliberately left behind.

         In walked two men who appeared to be in their mid 20s. They were speaking a language that I couldn’t place. It might have been something from Scandinavia, but I wasn’t paying much attention. I continued to take off my dive gear, ignoring them. One of them then turned to me and starting chatting in the aforementioned unfamiliar language. I stared blankly at them. The other one then tried German – that didn’t work either. I didn’t really feel like chatting anyway. The first man finally spoke to me in English, commenting on the fact that I looked angry. This is how I met ‘Eile from Eilat’.

         Eile wasn’t from Eilat at all; he was from Sweden. He was a Dive Master and had been living in Israel in his car. Yes, in a car. I thought that was pretty cool. He and his German friend were in Eilat taking random jobs repairing speedboat engines – neither of them enjoyed the north European winter and wanted some sun. In their spare time they were travelling around the various world-class dive sites in the Red Sea, sleeping in their cars to save money. Eile must have thought that I needed help. He told me that the dive centre’s treatment of me was appalling, so he took it upon himself to become my dive instructor. This worked brilliantly. I got to go to all the fantastic sites he had already checked out, and to dive with someone who didn’t mind how long it took for me to make a descent. He even suggested that I might like to take a dive course in Sweden with him the following summer, since my BSAC (British Sub-Aqua Club) dive qualification was ‘rubbish’ and the system he taught (PADI) was much better. Eile was nothing if not opinionated!

         (I did indeed go to Sweden the following summer, took the dive course and had a thoroughly good time. Diving in a lake in Sweden would not be everyone’s idea of fun, and it certainly was cold, but it was the means to an end. I passed my PADI Open Water Diver certification, and it was good to get another internationally recognised qualification. What was even better was going to see Pink Floyd when they played in Stockholm.)

         Back to February 1990, and my desperate need of a break somewhere hot. The sun always made me feel so much better. Although I’ve never actually been formally diagnosed with SAD (seasonal affective disorder) I am pretty sure I have it. Eile had told me that he would be spending the winter of 1989/90 in Sinai – he said the diving there was much better than in Eilat. He had previously suggested that I might like to go, but because of my work, and financial situation, I had realised that this was going to be impossible and declined the invitation. Desperate times, however, call for desperate measures. I sent a Telex (remember them?) to South Sinai, hoping that it might at some point reach a dive centre that Eile might be working with as an instructor. The Universe was on my side. It did reach Eile, and I received a reply: ‘Come over. The hotel is expensive, but you can stay in my car.’

         Not to be stopped by terrorists …

         I booked a flight to Cairo. Whilst these days you can fly to Sharm el Sheikh from small regional airports such as Bournemouth (who would have expected that 26 years previously?), there were no flights to Sharm from the UK in 1990 and I found I would have to go via Cairo. I’d never been to Cairo, and I thought that might be quite exciting. I booked my flight to Cairo and private coach transfer to Sharm, having told Eile that I was definitely coming two weeks later.

         Just 36 hours before my departure, I received a phone call from the travel company that almost changed everything. ‘The private coach transfer isn’t running,’ they said. They gave me the option to cancel my flight, and re-book for another time. I was not to be put off; I was so desperate to get away. I had booked two weeks off work and couldn’t bear the thought of not being able to escape from my 12- to 16-hour days. I was just too stressed to scrub round it. Besides, I was pretty angry that they had cancelled my coach. ‘Why is the coach cancelled?’ I wanted to know – it had all been arranged. The voice on the other end of the line fell silent. ‘Hello? Are you there?’

         The travel company rep eventually answered. ‘Well, unfortunately, the coach has been blown up by terrorists.’

         As excuses go, I guess that was a fairly good one. I asked what my alternatives were. I was told that I could get the public bus from Cairo to Sharm. It left at 11.30 pm from Cairo bus station, arrived at 6 am the following morning, and I could take a taxi to the bus station from the airport. My flight was to arrive in Cairo at 6 pm. What on earth was I supposed to do in Cairo until nearly midnight, with a huge bag with all my diving gear in it?

         The decision was made for me, it seemed. Terrorists were not going to stop me. And I was familiar with the old saying about lightning never striking twice. I got off the plane in Cairo, looked for a taxi to take me to the central bus station to get my ticket, and mentally prepared for a long wait at a bus station in an unfamiliar city where terrorists had struck just two days earlier. I covered my head with a big scarf to hide my pale blonde hair, put on some sunglasses to detract from my obviously blue eyes, and tried to look as if I belonged there. My taxi driver enthusiastically told me that he was sure I wouldn’t want to wait for nearly six hours for a bus, so why didn’t he drive me around to show me some of the sights? After assuring me that he could get me back to the bus station well before my bus was due to go, I thought ‘What the heck?’ and agreed.

         Whilst this decision could have landed me in all sorts of trouble, it actually didn’t. In Egypt, it appears, everyone has a brother, an uncle, a cousin or a son who has, owns, sells, rents or can do something, which a tourist needs. It’s like an intricate web of services with a sales pitch that could sell icebergs to the Antarctic. The taxi driver’s brother opened up his perfume shop to try to tempt me to buy. It didn’t work; everything smelled a bit weird, and I was worried about my dive bag. Besides, I didn’t really have any spare cash. Undeterred, he then drove down a dark alley and stopped the car. He knocked on an unmarked door which was opened by ‘Uncle Assad’, who kept chickens in his living room, it seemed. After a few words were exchanged, and various gestures made in my direction, two Arab horses were led out through the stone-floored living room, past the startled chickens and into the street.

         ‘You like horses?’ Of course I did – I was a competent rider and had my own horses prior to going to university. But how could he have known that? Nothing, however, could have prepared me for what happened next. Uncle Assad fortuitously lived close to Giza, and, as he gestured to me to mount the grey Arab horse, his intention became clear. We left the alley, turned a couple of corners, and there they were – the pyramids.

         As a result of some terrorists blowing up the coach I was supposed to take, I now found myself galloping across the Giza desert on an Arab horse, taking in the pyramids and the Sphinx in all their glory, whilst wondering quietly to myself, ‘How did this happen?’ And more to the point, ‘Where’s my dive bag?’

         The show-stopping grand finale was a sound and light show with the pyramids as a backdrop, watched from the back of an Arab horse, whilst the ‘regular’ tourists had to put up with deck chairs. You just can’t make this stuff up! We rode back to Uncle Assad’s place and I handed back my horse, gave him some ‘bakshish’ (the ubiquitous Egyptian word for ‘tip’) and got back into the taxi, which was, to my surprise, still there. And even better, no one had stolen my dive bag.

         Back at the bus stop, there was still an hour to kill before the bus left for South Sinai. I waited at a table having bought a bottle of water. A man approached me and we started chatting. He was charming and spoke perfect English. He made sure that I knew the exact departure point of the bus, and waited with me until it arrived, to ensure I caught it safely. He told me in passing that he was the Pakistani Ambassador to Egypt. Now this of course could have been a pack of lies, but who was I to complain? He ensured that my holiday got off to a safe start by keeping the ‘scoundrels’, as he called them, away from me.

         By the time the bus left, I was literally fit to drop. I slept like a log, and subsequently missed my stop in Sharm. Fortunately, Eile had followed the bus, thinking that it was highly likely that I had done something stupid (it transpires at that time that he thought I was a bit daft). I saw his car, got off at the next stop, and there then followed an amazing two weeks in Sinai – diving during the day and even at night, relaxing on the beach, visiting the sights, climbing Mount Sinai overnight, getting lots of sun and generally doing everything that I couldn’t do by being at work. I even passed my PADI Advanced Open Water Diver exam, and Eile could certify me because he had become a qualified instructor by that time. On one of the wreck dives we went down to 40 metres – so much for an ear problem!

         After two weeks in Sinai, I felt completely refreshed and revitalised. My stress was gone, and I had totally forgotten about my ridiculous work schedule and everything that went with it. I had a suntan, my hair had turned white-blonde and I looked, and felt, fit and healthy. Once I returned home, that feeling lasted exactly a week.

         Back to the grind

         They say that the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, but expecting a different result. The following three months were a blur of high-pressure work and grinding exhaustion. I never had time to eat lunch – I had too much surgical work to do before my deadline of getting back to my clinic for evening consultations. Occasionally I managed to eat something in the car on the motorway on the way back there; mostly I didn’t. By the time I got home, I never felt like eating; all I wanted to do was sleep. Sometimes I would open a can of ratatouille and just eat it out of the can, because I couldn’t be bothered to put it in a pan and heat it up. What was the point in making a meal anyway? I would only have been making it for myself. If I’d had a housemate, or a live-in boyfriend, I might have made more of an effort. For me, it just wasn’t worth it.

         My life consisted of working non-stop for 12 hours, and then sleeping for 12 hours. On one night duty, I slept through the phone, even though it was right by my bed, and had to face the wrath of my boss the following day because they got him out of bed instead, to see a client with a rat (that’s not a misprint – I do mean a rat, not a cat) that had ‘suddenly’ become ill at 4 am. I thought that was just how life was, but finally, when my weight had dropped to just under 7 stone, all my muscles had disappeared and people at work had started to call me ‘Sticky the Stick Insect’ (from Blackadder, a popular BBC production of the time), I decided it was time to see if my colleagues in the medical profession could work out if this really was just ‘normal’, or whether I did in fact have a disease. Enter Drs Epstein and Barr, and being written off by the medical profession.
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