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A vision of uncertainty (answers on page 37)
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Antony, aged 16, had always been healthy, and never a worry to his parents. So his mother was 
shocked to find him, just home from spending an afternoon with friends, at their doorstep in a real-
ly agitated state. He was ‘seeing visions’ and ‘hearing voices’. He had been vomiting and was also 
complaining of a severe frontal headache. She took him immediately to the clinic - arriving within 
five minutes - where he seemed to be sleepy and reacting slowly to the usual questions. By this 
time he could not stand without support, and was complaining that his eyes hurt when he looked at 
light. His pupils were widely dilated and did not constrict when exposed to a bright light. He was 
afebrile, had a heart rate of 165/minute, and a blood pressure of 135/80 mm Hg. A complete physi-
cal examination did not reveal any focal reason for his symptoms and signs.

Q1  Based on these findings alone, which of the following is the most likely diagnosis?
 (a) Meningitis
 (b) Acute schizophrenia
 (c) Encephalitis
 (d) Drug abuse
 (e) Brain tumour
 Despite his obvious confusion Antony was still able to answer questions. He   
 strenuously denied taking illegal drugs, and his urine did not contain any trace of  
 amphetamines, opioids, ethanol, cocaine or cannabinoids. His basic blood tests were  
 in the normal range and a CT scan of his brain was normal. 

Q2  How have these findings influenced your diagnosis?
 (a) They rule out substance abuse
 (b) They do not rule out schizophrenia
 (c) Meningitis and encephalitis are unlikely without evidence of infection and   
  without other signs of brain inflammation
 (d) The suddenness of the onset tends to rule against tumour, as does the negative  
  brain scan
 (e) Urine screening does not detect some modern synthetic drugs of abuse, which  
  still may be the cause

Q3  Left with his mother alone for a while, Antony admitted to her that he and his   
 friends had been smoking a herbal incense preparation that afternoon, an hour  
 before he started to feel ill. What worries you about this new information?
 (a) What Antony has inhaled may not be entirely herbal, but contain a synthetic  
  cannabinoid
 (b) Any cannabinoid would have been detected on screening
 (c) You would need advanced mass spectrometry testing to identify the newer 
  synthetic cannabinoids - which is of no value in these circumstances
 (d) If this is a reaction to a herbal incense Antony should recover completely with no  
  physical or mental damage
 (e) He needs further tests to ensure that there has been no long term injury

Q4  Assume these dramatic effects are due to a synthetic cannabinoid. How many of the  
 following have been reported as being caused by this class of drugs?
 (a) Neurotoxicity
 (b) Psychiatric illness
 (c) Cardiac arrhythmias
 (d) Myocardial infarction
 (e) Hyperthermia
 (f) Acute renal failure
 (g) Death
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