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For Toilethead





‘O, full of scorpions is my mind …’

William Shakespeare, Macbeth







‘Who knows
The hot stung days
And brittle cold nights
Of keeping a great poison pure.’

J. Michael Yates, extract from ‘Scorpion’






Author’s Note

Before we begin, I want to inform you that this book contains descriptions of compulsive rituals and obsessive thought cycles, which are intended to provide an immersive experience of OCD, but which those with the condition could find distressing or disruptive to their own recovery, should they be vulnerable to adopting the compulsions of others. Please take care when reading.




Prologue

My mind is full of scorpions. Devious, nimble little beasts that have occupied my head for the best part of thirty years. A cerebral itch, impossible to scratch. They wield their own special power over my brain, shaping the architecture and rhythm of my thoughts. An immovable nest, weighing heavy in my skull.

Small armoured bodies scuttle along an intricate web of neural pathways, disturbing the delicate flow of logical thought. Tempered chaos in perpetual motion.

I know these creatures well, but they know me better. There is a ferocious edge to their loyalty, yet something hollow lurks in their promise to keep me safe. I am their dutiful puppet, stuck inside an endless loop of sleepless nights and watchful days. I carry my secret quietly, afraid to expose these wayward sentries. The gatekeepers of my sanity.

They answer to another name, this nest of scorpions, the writhing black mass that lives inside my head:


Obsessive-

Compulsive

Disorder.



Imagine a day, much like today, where you find yourself inside a room. Not unlike the room you inhabit as you read these words. Perhaps you are cooking, or working, or sitting with friends. You become aware of something stealing into your peripheral vision, disrupting an otherwise harmonious scene. Something you are scared of. For argument’s sake, let’s say it’s a large, albeit harmless, spider. It has entered your sphere and now begins to navigate the room with a volatile unpredictability. You can try to ignore it as you go about your business, maybe you even succeed for a while, but you are always aware that it is there. You watch its every move, and it watches yours. Now, why not add an element of danger? It is not a spider that has wandered into your domain, but a scorpion. Bigger and tougher and faster than a spider, its curved tail is armed with a deadly sting. You cannot fail to ignore the presence of this unwelcome visitor. As you talk with your friends, it is in the room. As you prepare your dinner, it is in the room. As you scan these lines, it is in the room. Lose sight of it and a panic begins to take hold. Never let your eyes leave its glistening form and your life stands frozen in time. To live a contented life alongside an uncaged scorpion requires a delicate balance of trust, will and surrender. This is the image I return to when attempting to articulate my experience of living with obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD).

OCD is a mental illness that affects around 2 per cent of the global population, but the proportion of people touched by it is far higher. A condition that causes obsessive, unwanted thoughts and repetitive behaviours known as compulsions, it is often described as a ‘silent’ illness, carrying with it a lot of shame, stigma and misconception. It is common, and relatively easy, for sufferers to disguise or hide it due to the internal nature of the intrusive thoughts and the embarrassment brought about by irrational or unusual compulsions.

As a society, we often inadvertently classify certain mental health disorders as less acute than others, in particular OCD. It is sadly still trivialised by the media and many people falsely believe that it can be filed under a personality type characterised by traits or quirks such as liking things to be clean or being concerned with order. There is a plethora of novelty merchandise available to buy, branding their owner as ‘a little bit OCD’. I have a coffee mug that I received as a Christmas present many years ago in my own kitchen cupboard that has the words OBSESSIVE COMPULSIVE emblazoned across it in bright pink letters. It is hard to imagine a line of gift items with ANOREXIA or PTSD boldly stamped upon them for all to see. So why is OCD continually used as a shorthand for light-hearted craziness, or categorised as one of the more comic disorders of the mind?

The truth is that this condition can devastate people’s lives, leading to job loss, relationship breakdown and total isolation, as well as, in more severe cases, suicide. Diagnosis is often reached much later than it should be for numerous reasons, be that social, cultural or familial, but from my own experience I know that it was a condition that my family and I had heard very little about when I was growing up, let alone felt able to seek help for. Thankfully, the conversation around mental health has opened up a lot since I was a child, but to me it feels as though OCD is still relatively misunderstood and needs to be explored further, allowing it the same opportunity for research and treatment as other more widely discussed mental health conditions such as anxiety or depression.

When I first began to navigate what it meant to have obsessive compulsive disorder, I longed for someone to guide me through the knot of disjointed thinking. A beacon of hope to look up to, who could demonstrate how I might find my way amongst the scorpions that were inhabiting my brain. I hope that by talking honestly and specifically about the problems I have faced living with OCD, I can help someone, in some small way, not to feel so helpless or alone.

For as long as I can remember I have struggled with obsessive thoughts, checking compulsions, and an extreme fear of vomiting. Manifesting and evolving in different ways at each stage of my life, OCD has affected me with varying levels of severity over the years. Something rarely talked about with anyone other than family or friends, I recently made the decision to discuss my experience publicly and was overwhelmed by the response I received. I realised how many people are still too afraid to talk about it, and as a result are not receiving the help that they desperately need. When I was an oblivious pre-teen discovering the intricacies of a disorder I knew nothing about, I longed to hear stories about people who thought the way that I did. The few legends available to me always seemed so sensationalised and extreme in nature. The cripplingly restrictive lifestyle of eccentric businessman and film tycoon Howard Hughes was a well-worn example of a what it meant to have OCD. Some of his rumoured behaviours, such as keeping bottles of his own urine and wearing tissue boxes on his feet to avoid contamination, seemed to push me so far from any sense of understanding that I was too terrified to even try to relate.

It took time for me to discover my own icon, found by chance aged twenty-two, when gazing upon images of the world’s most famous tomb – that belonging to Tutankhamun. In Egyptian mythology there is a goddess called Serket. She is one of the four goddesses who adorns the canopic shrine of the boy pharaoh, and is most commonly depicted as a woman with a scorpion crowning her head. She serves to watch over and heal those suffering from a deadly sting. Not only a scorpion wielder, but a protector too, able to mitigate this mighty force, both sinister and benignant. This goddess with her scorpion crown compelled me to one day share my own scorpions with the world, a steadfast reminder of the loads we carry with us. Exposing and empowering. Mundane and absurd.

The stories we tell ourselves and others about obsessive compulsive disorder are beginning to change. They are more honest, more nuanced, and whilst the routines may feel familiar, each story remains unique. To those who recognise themselves in some of the rituals or thought patterns in this book, I hope that it will mean as much to you as it would have meant to me all those years ago, and I can assure you that it is possible to lead a happy, functioning existence as an obsessive-compulsive person. 




CHAPTER ONE

Gestation


‘These hardy, adaptable arthropods have been around for hundreds of millions of years, and they are nothing if not survivors.’

National Geographic



1998. A VICTORIAN COASTAL TOWN, ENGLAND. LATE SUMMER. EVENING

I have always hated going to bed. Like most eleven-year-olds, I’d attempt to use all manner of different distractions to impede this nightly fate as dusk began its languid approach. One particularly wet Sunday evening, I had exhausted all my usual sleep-avoidance tactics: making myself small and uninteresting so as not to be noticed, striking up impossibly long conversations in which all my replies ended with questions. My younger brother was already in bed after having endured a day of makeovers at the behest of his sisters, so only the two of us remained downstairs, as still and quiet as church mice. Being the middle child, I was given the marching orders first by my father, at a frankly tyrannical 8.30pm. He pretended not to see the expression I affixed to my face (in acknowledgement of the injustice): screwing up my nose and forcing my eyes into a gloomy squint. I get my dark eyes from him, but not my height. A true perfectionist, who winces at swearwords, he is generous, fiercely loyal, and everyone’s idea of a dream neighbour. Unfazed by the big things, fazed by the small, he is always last to bed at a party. On this occasion, I decided against arguing my case and instead wished the room a sulky goodnight. I caught my sister’s eye and she offered a sympathetic smile, like a gymnast witnessing a teammate stumble on the final pose. We were even dressed alike, in thick fluffy dressing gowns and padded socks, despite our house always being several degrees too warm, a fact that my parents will claim until their dying day is due to some defect with the radiators, rather than a penchant for the subtropical.

I crawled up the stairs to my room on all-fours to prolong the journey, and stopped just short of my bedroom door, a jaded sigh escaping me as I placed my hand on the doorknob. I peered inside, resisting the urge to flick on the light switch, an act that I’d spent months convincing myself must not only be delayed each night, but more importantly, earned. I braced myself for the task ahead, knowing it would require my undivided attention – a small house accommodating five human beings (three under thirteen) was not the ideal space in which to find long stretches of undisturbed peace and quiet. Peace and quiet was all I needed. And time, because as always, what I had to do was going to take a lot of it.

Around half an hour later, I heard a pair of weary legs ascend the steps towards the landing. My mother startled, surprised to find me still awake and standing motionless at the threshold of my room with the door barely ajar, focusing intently on something inside. She is a tall, fair-haired woman who carries the seaside in her blood and has always looked younger than her years. A part-time confidante and full-time worrier, she puts family above everything and begins half of all sentences with ‘sorry’.

‘What are you doing?’ she said, a hint of alarm in her voice. ‘Haven’t you gone to bed yet?’

‘I’m doing my routine,’ I answered abruptly, acutely aware that the interruption meant I would have to start all over again. She looked at me in confusion.

‘What routine?’

[image: ]
The winter prior to this, I had contracted a particularly nasty stomach bug that had annihilated me for four long, miserable days. The virus had spread like wildfire through my Year 6 class, forcing me to set up camp in the room nearest the bathroom at my grandparents’ house. For reasons that escape me now, they shared the caretaking with my mother, and as a result, half of my week was spent lounging feebly across their florid sofa attempting to distract myself with cartoon skeletons and my grandad’s gleefully delivered jokes – courtesy of Reader’s Digest. Meanwhile, I was force-fed a smorgasbord of mint humbugs, shredded marmalade and anaemic tinned carrots, alongside the flat Coca-Cola prescribed by my well-meaning grandmother, which all came shooting through my nose into the kitchen sink at regular intervals when I failed to make it to the toilet in time.

I soon recovered, however, as almost all children do, quickly and entirely, and went about my business, revelling in the unbridled chaos of Christmas. The overwhelming but
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BEDROOM RITUAL


	– Stand with your toes touching bedroom doorway. Lights off.

	– Push the door open with both hands resting on either side of the handle.

	– Locate the four corners of the room.

	– Starting with the closest corner on the left, look directly at it and begin to count:





	– If you take your eyes off the corner, you must start the count again.

	– Once finished, move one corner to the right and start again.

	– Only move on to the next corner once fully satisfied.fn1

	– From left to right, check all four corners, counting 1 to 8 for each.

	– Repeat the cycle for each corner, so every one has it’s turn as the new ‘starter’ corner. Repeat until you reach the one to the right of where you started.

	– Begin the entire cycle again, but this time going backwards from right to left. Repeat for four rounds.

	– Repeat counts of 1 to 8 moving both clockwise and anticlockwise, on each of the corners of your room and the following square or rectangular objects:















	– When the cycle is finished for each corner, switch on the lights and repeat again for every object, beginning as before with the corners of the room.

	– Once complete, the bedroom can be entered.

	– Finally, to sleep soundly, count the corners of the duvet once in bed.

	– (NB: Routine must be carried out in silence and with as little movement as possible, so as not to alert others to the presence of the scorpions.)
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