“Despite my Lockdown hair, I think
I look really well in this photo! That’s
the weird part. Anyone who sees
me wouldn’t think I was so ill. They
certainly wouldn’t imagine I was
a patient of Our Lady’s Hospice
& Care Services.”
Mary Kelly, patient of Our Lady’s Hospice & Care Services

Eight years ago, when I’d just turned 50,
I couldn’t have imagined it either. But I
am, and I can tell you, they’ve made my
life worth living, for as long as that may
be. Even during this lockdown, when
I was isolated from so many people
because of the risk to me of catching
Covid-19, they were always at the end
of the phone for support so I never
felt alone.
I was never sick a day in my life; I never
had the time! I was enjoying life with my
husband James, and helping my daughter
Jamie with my gorgeous grandchildren.
My son Gerard, an Irish actor was in
New York working at the time.
But as we’ve all learned this year, life can
change very quickly.
It began when I was diagnosed with COPD
(Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease)
which means my lungs are damaged and I
find it difficult to breathe. Initially, I wasn’t
too badly affected though, and managed
the symptoms by using an inhaler. But
then, it was just one thing after another.
After battling TB for nine months, I was
then diagnosed with Rheumatoid Arthritis,
severe osteoporosis and fibromyalgia.
Then last year, I felt increasingly
exhausted, getting out of breath with the
slightest exertion. One day I was trying to
walk up some steps with a friend and I just
couldn’t breathe. My GP sent me straight
to A&E where I was told I had advanced
emphysema and a couple of days later I
went on morphine.
It got to the stage that one day my
husband James had to physically push
me up the stairs. When I got to the top,
with tears streaming down my face,
I turned to him and said “I don’t think
I can live like this anymore.”
Then came the bombshell. My lungs were
so badly damaged that I’ll need a double
lung transplant to survive. I couldn’t really
take it all in, naively thinking I’d have the
operation immediately, and then get back
on with my life. Of course it wouldn’t
happen like that! People wait years for
a transplant, and even if lungs become
available, they have to be a match.

It was devastating realising that I might not
survive long enough to have the transplant,
and in the meantime, I was going to be
constantly struggling for breath. I didn’t
want to die and was so scared.
Thankfully it was at that point I was
put in touch with the Hospice palliative
care team who have completely changed
the quality of my life. I had no idea how
much support they provide to patients
Iiving at home.
We mostly associate the Hospice with
dying well, so the first time I arrived,
I just kept thinking ‘I shouldn’t be here.’
However, as soon as I met Julie, my
Advanced Nurse Practitioner, I realised
how much they were going to help me
live better.
She has been my constant support
since. Over the following weeks I met
an Occupational Therapist who taught
me how to do simple things like picking
something up or gardening without getting
out of breath. A Physio showed me how
to breathe more efficiently and deal with
the panic of a coughing fit. I also have a
Psychologist on my team, helping me learn
how to stay calm. They have given me
some control over my condition now
which I never felt I had before.
I’ve gone from despairing I couldn’t go
on, to feeling secure and safe knowing
they are in this with me. Their support
helps every day emotionally, physically
and mentally.
Before I had their support, I was constantly
terrified that every coughing fit would be
my last. Some could last 12-15 minutes,
and I’d be desperate for breath. If I was
driving, I’d immediately pull over and jump
out to where I could be seen so I wouldn’t
die alone in the car. If I was alone at home,
I’d make it out the front door in case I
collapsed. Now, I use all the exercises
they’ve given me rather than panic, and I’m
able to stay calm until it’s over.
It would never have crossed my mind to
give up on my life, but the night James
pushed me up the stairs I told him I
couldn’t go on.

The Hospice changed my life. While the
hospital is treating my condition, the
Hospice is helping me live the best way
I can with it.
I’m afraid of dying, I’m not going to lie.
Because of the lockdown my daughter
had to reschedule her wedding for next
year and my goal is to be there. With the
Hospice team on - and by - my side, I’m
focused on living and enjoying every day.
I haven’t asked how long I have left to live.
I just want to know how to live the best
way I can.
I’ve no idea what the future holds. I hope
for a transplant, but know it might not
happen. I have to live with my condition,
rather than hope it will all go away. I simply
couldn’t do that without the support of
the Hospice.
My husband, kids and gorgeous
grandchildren, Hope and Cooper are my
world. My life is worth living and the
palliative care team did that. And you can
do that too. By hosting a Coffee Morning,
you can support other patients like me.
I’m sharing my story so that people can see
just how important the Hospice is. I cannot
thank the Hospice team enough for what
they’ve done, and that even in lockdown
they were always still there for me. The
Rheumatology team even helped me early
on with my arthritis. In fact another family
member is now availing of their services
too so the Hospice has played such an
important part in my life. That’s why
I’m supporting Hospice Coffee Morning
Together with Bewley’s to make sure
they can be there for others too.

