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	For Stuart – we were always three.

	 


Praise for Blade in the Shadow

	 

	“A dark, rich account of how it feels to live with OCD, glimmering with light and hope. A testament to the power of naming what you are and a wrenching portrayal of the mind in all of its colours. A bold pursuit of a life that is more than just a way to survive.” 

	— Jessica Andrews, author of Saltwater (Portico Prize 2020)

	 

	"A difficult, inspiring story, told with raw honesty and immense courage. We need more voices like Jillian Halket's in conversations around mental health in Scotland." 

	— Elsa Maishman, The Scotsman

	 

	“Blade in the Shadow is a raw and gripping account of the unseen pain and terror that can be part of life with OCD. This book is vivid, lyrical and at times startlingly honest and is a valuable opportunity to access the lived experience of someone with a form of OCD that causes violent, intrusive thoughts. The writing is fresh, frank and fearless and I highly recommend it.”  

	— Catherine Simpson, author of TrueStory and When I Had a Little Sister 

	 

	“A dark but hauntingly beautiful memoir that will bring comfort to anyone living with OCD as a reminder that you're not alone. Jillian's writing is gorgeous, it will tear you apart before putting you back together again. This is exactly the kind of book I've come to expect from Guts Publishing – raw and unflinchingly honest yet determinedly hopeful.”

	— Sarah McLean, Scot Lit Blog

	 

	“In The Art of Memoir, Mary Karr wrote ‘In some ways, writing a memoir is knocking yourself out with your own fist, if it's done right.’ By this measure, Jillian Halket’s debut memoir, Blade in the Shadow, has surely been done right.”

	— Ann Rawson, author of A Savage Art and The Witch House

	 

	“An honest and raw account of the reality of living with OCD and the cruelty of living with a broken brain. It reveals how unwanted violent obsessions lead Jillian down a dark path filled with addiction and abuse as this young Scottish woman tries to navigate her sexuality and purpose. This memoir is a must-read for anyone trying to make sense of their mental health. Told through masterful prose, Blade in the Shadow doesn’t shy away from demons, but manages to depict the light that defeats them in a poetic and poignant way. A story of survival, bravery, and hope.”

	— Emma Grae, author of Be Guid Tae Yer Mammy
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	Knives

	 

	 

	Every night I die.

	The ephemeral hours of night break and dawn bleeds in. The dream slows – the fabric of one strange reality unthreading, desperately trying to stitch itself to another. My fingers trace the line of my skull and pause at the hollows of my eyes. I move my hands over my cotton underwear and feel the curve of my body.

	I’m still here.

	The sweet relief soon turns saccharine and my back teeth ache as I try to imagine making it through another day like this. Another night like this. Oblivion would be sweeter still than these dreams of ragged flesh.

	There is a certain way things need to be done. A perverted set of rituals. I crawl to the edge of my bed and climb carefully over the side. If I were to stand up near the end I would trip and the bedpost would drive up into my vagina and rip me from the inside. The image of my impaled body rotting on the bedpost burns in my vision. A sad grey sack.

	The room is airless and my mouth has an alloy tang like my spit is made from metal. Adrenaline tears through every fibrous nerve of my body. Just like every other morning I reach for the door handle and find I cannot open it. I hit my head off the frame again and again and pray for it to split open and let the worms and grubs pour out. The burrowing obsessions have rotted my brain and left porous holes behind like old cauliflower.

	In a viral loop in my mind the same four words repeat: I am not safe.

	Defeat stills my body and I drag myself back into bed. Careful to climb over the side not the edge. Once buried I pull the blanket over my head in a kind of futile sanctuary. From a formless dark shape – the obsession has latched on.

	I am not safe.

	It will happen today.

	There is no escape, no place to hide and nothing to do to stem the coming tide. Like the doctor told me I breathe deeply – in for four, hold for four, out for four – and with razor thin desperation I try to convince myself that I’m okay and that nothing bad can happen to me here.

	This is a lie.

	Red.

	There is a single shift, atomic in size, and then the violence tears through my mind. My eyes are ripped from my skull. Blood jets down my cheek as the stalk of my eye is severed. The pulp like rotted fruit. Everything goes black. Howling like a desperate animal before slaughter, I claw at my face. The metallic salt of my blood singes my nostrils. In my arms I cradle my skull, trying to hold the plated bone together.

	Please make it stop.

	I rock back and forth and wait for the end to come.

	Hours pass and I awaken drenched in a slick sweat of confusion. My hands search my face, pass over my underwear and I find I’m still here.

	And the ritual repeats.

	There is no comfort in this kind of familiarity. It is endless. A purgatory made of blood and spit and bone. But rituals must be observed and so I climb over the side of my bed. If I stood up near the end I would trip and the bedpost would rip me in two.

	Seven.

	Seven times seven.

	Forty-nine is better.

	As I touch everything made of wood in the bedroom forty-nine times the dull static of the television in the background keeps me company. There is a close-up of a girl with brilliant blue eyes. Little shards of glass.

	Red.

	Ommetaphobia is the fear of eyes.

	It is surprisingly difficult to avoid eye gore. Directors in films use it as a shorthand. They know it’s one of the most vulnerable places on the human body. They know showing a character being hurt there will elicit the kind of response they desire. A trigger. But I still don’t avoid films or television shows. One, films provide me with some kind of method to understand this world, and two, their violence feels zany, often bordering on the absurd. I can’t explain but sometimes the colour palette just looks off or the effects are a bit laughable. A googly eye hanging off deck.

	My own obsessions however, cut clean through the bone.

	It will be three more years before I know anything real about obsessions and compulsions and the disorder that binds them. The three small initials that will come to dictate so much of my life.

	I spy my reflection in the darkened bloom of the television set. A ghoul, eyes dense as osmium. These days there is no point in trying to make myself look presentable. Even through a sickly layer of make-up the shadows are still there. My skin is dirt pale and filmy like spoilt milk and deep gashes mark the sides of my lips from biting them in the night. I like to chew the little pieces of skin. To tear the rags of flesh off when I know I shouldn’t.

	If I try to smile the wounds split further.

	In my bedroom I open the dusty curtains. I swear I’ve been trying to get in the habit of opening them but some days the light is so oppressive it’s as if my feelers are being burned off by a cruel child with a magnifying glass.

	The town is faded. Rows of council houses with a small pub and an abandoned community centre. I hide behind the curtain when I see a group of people walking past though it’s not like they ever see me anyway. I’m the Notre Dame bell ringer of this small Scottish town. The same copper hair as Quasi and the same hunger to be around people and not be seen as a monster.

	I lift my eyes to the miserable sky. From the grey furrows of clouds I can half make out a new light. If I squint I think there might be a waning star burning just beyond the horizon. This is almost worse, this small and beautiful thing, and I wonder if it might be easier to blight all feeling. At least then I’d be free of this madness. The star falls behind the clouds but I know it’s still there and so I suppose I have no choice but to stay.

	At least for a little while longer.

	Time does not move in a linear, predetermined way. Not these days. I find myself stuck between planes of time like glass, trapped between moments until they fracture and I’m propelled into a new space. Time shifts in such a way and when I come to I’m in a car with my sister Lydia.

	“Alright, my pea?” she says and kisses my forehead. At her affection I turn upwards like a desperate flower to an unfathomable sun. The warmth doesn’t go all the way through to my bones though and soon the edges of my vision are obscured by a dark vignette. Though I try to follow the bright story she’s telling me, Lydia’s words begin to bend backwards and she slips out of focus.

	Fighting to hold myself in the present moment, I fasten my attention on her face and notice there are dashes of freckles across the bridge of her nose like little people travelling from one side to the other. My sister is beautiful. When she smiles she lights up from within as if spun from pure sunlight. There is a strange aching in this moment, a longing to shrink from my own skin and step into hers, to see the world as she does. The distance between us, arising from the hold the obsessions have wrought on my life, makes me sad. The love that ties us is as strong as it’s ever been, but this sickness holds me hostage.

	I am not nearly the person I once was.

	The cars on the motorway push close to us and my grip on my seatbelt tightens. The panic splinters in my chest and I twist in my seat as if I’m a nervous bee bouncing off the window trying to get out. I try to focus on Lydia’s story but her words are becoming more and more alien.

	Red.

	Lydia is thrown into the dashboard. In the crack of a second her beautiful head splits and her once bright eyes dull. Her limbs stick out at a weird, crooked angle like a puppet stuffed into a toy box backwards. Her light dims and everything is lost to me. I close my eyes.

	Come back.

	This isn’t real.

	The hum of Lydia’s steady talk brings me back. Her eyes are fixed upon me like beacons. “Are you okay?”

	I nod. “I’m fine.”

	We pull up to the cottage where Mama and my stepdad Jim live (full name James Brown, not unlike the singer and blessed with the kind of good nature that allows this joke to be made countless times). There is a deep glow to the land here, the light scattering in golden contours confusing the line between the material and immaterial. It is fable-like in its beauty, the fields and heather full of unnamed colours. Mama’s hearing aids screech with feedback as she holds me and on the couch we all sit close as sardines bundled under the same blanket. My family talk and I try to hold onto them. Hold onto myself. My family speak quietly and share biscuits and their lovely warmth almost breaks through. In the moon tides they are my lighthouse keepers. I just need to find my way to them.

	In the kitchen I make tea and notice a tear in the floral wallpaper. The strain of the kettle’s whistle startles me and I knock a cup over. It must be a few minutes that I stare at the jagged pieces on the floor. As I go to scoop them up it’s difficult to resist pressing my hands and wrists deep into the glass.

	Red.

	Mama is quick to make her way to me but I’m already hysterical. I pull at the wool of her cardigan and try desperately to stop myself from sticking the shards of glass into my skin. She clutches me and mumbles into my hair, “You’re safe.” Lydia puts her hand on my shoulder with sorrow held thinly on her face. I sit folded in on myself, reticent, and Mama cups my hands in hers and tells me, with a steadfast certainty that could hold the very planets themselves together, that while I can’t, she’ll hold onto hope for me.

	We drive back to the bleak flat. Lydia asks me if I’m okay and I tell her she doesn’t need to worry. Truthfully, I’m tired of being a burden to them. After a radioactive microwave dinner I climb the stairs to bed. A shattering noise wakes me in the night and I scurry over the side of the bed – not the end. My rituals are so embedded that not even a real and present threat makes a difference.

	The noise is coming from next door and in my paranoid state I think it must be the neighbours trying to break in, so I run down to the front door and check the locks. There are drunken people screaming and shambling outside in the landing and I become convinced they can see my shadow underneath the door.

	I am not safe.

	The sickly humidity presses close and I go to the kitchen and pick the largest of the knives. The leather of the couch sticks to my back as I stare straight ahead into the darkness, the silver of the knife glinting as the headlamps of cars pass by. It grows quiet and my heart begins to slow and I curl up on the couch hoping for the sweet respite of sleep. I’m careful to keep the knife beside me – just in case. My eyes close for a second before the silent fathoms rise and click back open again like a broken doll.

	Red.

	I could stab myself in my sleep with the knife.

	From safeguard to enemy the knife turns on me and I wearily hide it in the back of the drawer.

	Red.

	I could sleepwalk to the kitchen, get the knife and stab myself in my sleep.

	And that is all it takes.

	The virulence of the thought takes me hostage. In coarse whispers I try to convince myself, “Don’t stab, don’t stab, don’t stab. It’s okay. You’ll be alright.” But the endless repetition only serves to strengthen the obsession.

	Stab.

	My mind has locked onto that single word and it doesn’t understand the difference between do and don’t. I crawl into bed. Over the side not the edge. I prop myself against the wall and make sure to keep moving my toes. I have to stay awake so I don’t end up hurting myself. The phantom of the knife has followed me and though the room is dark, I’m not alone. My vision sweeps in and out of focus and from vermilion droplets of blood, dark moths take shape. There, lurking in the corner, they spread their wings and wait.

	I stay up all night until dawn bleeds in.
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	I didn’t know I had obsessive compulsive disorder until I was twenty-one years old.

	Four years before in a small village called Blackwood, I lay in the summer starched grass like a fallow deer. The bonfire spat in the background, coating the air in amber.

	“Another drink?”

	Through the grass I crawled to the fireside, my hands careful of the tiny bugs that shivered in the moss underneath me. Near the edge I found my bottle with its nectar flourishing in the flame light. Emily nestled in beside me. Her blonde hair was spiked up in tufts, little golden peaks against the fathomless depths behind her. We toasted our bottles of wine and I smiled at her bright, beautiful head.

	Red.

	I closed my eyes. I couldn’t look at my friend without seeing her skin torn away from her jaw, the pearls of her teeth exposed and her tongue limp like a slug.

	At seventeen I knew almost nothing of obsessive compulsive disorder and anything I did know was related to contamination obsessions and hand-washing compulsions. There was no way for me to reconcile the violence in my mind as the same thing.

	Turning away from the gore of Emily’s new face, I dug my fingers into my arm to distract me. A pink blossom formed. I was more than this. More than these thoughts. Sometimes it was just hard to remember that I was hemmed in by this body and its blood.

	Around the bonfire my friends drifted like satellites. Some chased each other around the woods and howled into the inky sky like wolves. Most of them had started drinking when they were young. In Scotland it’s not uncommon for people to start drinking in their early teens, sometimes even younger.

	At seventeen I was a late bloomer.

	It had never interested me much before. Until that first drink I had no idea what it could do for me. After that first drink my devotion was fervid. Holy, almost. I came to view alcohol as a kind of antidote to all my anxieties. It allowed me to shed my tired insecurities and for once I felt right, as though this is how I should have always been. The alcohol brought weight and shape to my being and for once I was steadfast and sure of myself.

	There was something more.

	My friends howled like wolves and I finished my wine, lying down beside the fire to watch the flame salamanders’ dance. It took everything not to plunge my hands into the flames.

	In truth, the confidence and excitement of alcohol was only superficial; secondary to the essential state I was really seeking.

	The quietening of my mind.

	If there was a time before the violent thoughts, I can’t remember it so it might as well not exist. I don’t know what it was like before my brain showed me the people I loved with their faces cut open or skin flayed off from burns. A time where I didn’t have to pass my hands over my body in the morning to make sure my flesh hadn’t been torn in the night.

	From a young age I tried to stop the obsessive thoughts with rituals. I now know the correct name for them – compulsions. At first the rituals were physical compulsions. When I was doing the dishes I would stack the cutlery neatly to keep Mama (big spoon), Lydia (little spoon) and Dad (fork) all safe. In my bedroom I scribbled their names on pieces on paper and floated them in a drawer filled with water. That was of course until the stench from the mouldering water was discovered by my very confused Mama. I followed along with all the common superstitions, magpies and cracks and broken backs, but my own were better. They had more chance of protecting us.

	As I grew older the rituals turned from outwardly physical ones into internal ones.

	If I had a bad thought, I would balance it with a good one. When a violent image would burrow into my brain, I would picture something bright and happy after it. To stop Mama dying I would count to seven while walking carefully on the floor tiles on the kitchen. Until of course I realised that seven times seven would be a better, safer, more powerful choice and forty-nine became my number.

	In bed I’d lie awake as thoughts of people dying in grisly freak accidents burned in my vision. What horrified me most is that sometimes a pained shriek of laughter would escape from me when these images appeared. I would punish myself for laughing, for being bad. I developed a ritual for that too. Hitting my head against the wall repeatedly.

	As I grew older the rituals became embedded in my everyday life. After a while I didn’t have to force myself to imagine a happy thought after a bad one – it just happened automatically. My brain was constantly equalising and creating a safe and stable loop to protect me and my family from being hurt. By the time I reached high school the process was automatic and there were no more borders between my rituals and waking life itself. Still, the thoughts continued and I grew weary of their acidic intensity.

	Red.

	In Chemistry class the sharp smell from the Bunsen burner inflamed my nostrils and my mind strickened. I’m burning. In panic I clawed at my face to make sure I was still there. The obsessions were virulent by nature, infecting every part of me.

	But most importantly, they were phantoms.

	The unrelenting obsessions, the perpetual anxiety and the strange warping of reality – they were the truly destructive thing. The obsessions of violence could in truth be centred on anything. Years later I read an article about a man who had a crippling phobia of buttons and another who feared the number thirteen. My obsessions just so happened to focus on violence instead and yet it shamed me to be so terrified of a vague, shapeless threat.

	I was careful never to mention the violent thoughts to anyone for fear that I would upset someone who had a lived experience of such a thing. What frightened me most was the threat that never fully realised, the blade in the shadow.

	I lived in a world that constantly felt on the edge of chaos. All I wanted was to feel safe.

	Safe.

	The most important thing in the world to me.

	There is a genetic component to obsessive compulsive disorder, and there is also an environmental one. The two go hand in hand. The gene can be latent until some environmental trauma triggers it. There is a dark shape, a formless word in the back of my mind that I haven’t been able to verbalise for years.

	Dad.

	My dad was an angry man. He’d grit his teeth, break things and kick walls. One time he even broke his toe in a bout of instant karma which was actually quite funny – in a way. There was the time he handed Lydia a knife and told her, “Go on. Stab me,” while I watched from behind the couch crying for them to stop.

	Dad left us alone a lot as kids. The night Mama took off her wedding ring he had left us hungry at home while he was out at the pub drinking and gambling and she was at work. The most insidious times were when he was in the room but you felt entirely alone. He didn’t acknowledge my sister or me. He didn’t ask us questions or pay attention to anything we said – school projects were given an apathetic nod or a spelling mistake would be called to our attention before his eyes glazed over and found the television screen again. Before bed we’d call out in a reedy wail, “Love you, Dad.” He didn’t say he loved us back. With no one to see you, you shrink until you become smaller and smaller and take up less and less space. He neglected us and like seedlings we desperately tried to take root in what little soil he gave us.

	With Mama we flourished. She painted us back in with bold brush strokes and brilliant colours; telling us how loved and special we were. She kept us safe and protected us from most of his anger. She tried to contain it but like radiation it leaked through the whole house.

	Though anxious and lonely as a child, I still had happy times. My beautiful hippy mother brought out the magick in the world for me. I was a pagan child caught between countryside and concrete; raised in teepees in Braemar in the summer and the Taywood estate the rest of the year.

	I lived in a house split between chaos and beauty. A broken father and a mum who weaved her golden light into us like Kintsugi. We were dirty heathens. Shamanic practice was our way of life. I’d absent-mindedly brush past poppets (tiny figures of people used for witchcraft) when looking for an ice lolly on a particularly hot day. The village priest eyed the animal bones on the walls when he came to enquire why I wasn’t at Sunday mass. Mama spoke of life in the major and minor arcana of the Tarot and we came to see life in patterns and symbols. In my room I ate Kit Kats and watched reality television while downstairs hedge fund managers were tied up in sleeping bags and drummed into astral projection. The neighbourhood curtain-twitchers saw the Audis of businessmen and lawyers parked on the street and assumed my mama was a sex worker. I just laughed. My hair smelt of sage and sweetgrass and I wore sandals in the snow.

	The divorce was one of the best things to happen to our family even if I couldn’t see it at the time. Though he was unpredictable and made me nervous I still loved my dad. He’d often whisper that he and I were the same, that we had some kind of bond that Mama and Lydia couldn’t understand. He made me feel guilty for ever thinking badly of him. I came to pity him and feared he would be lonely without us and so chose to stay with him on weekends where most of the time he’d fall asleep with a beer, or worse, I’d be left in the flat alone. But he always had an explanation, easy words that made you feel off and a bit sick but you accepted them anyway because you wanted him to love you. It wouldn’t be till years later that I would manage to unhook some of his talons and fight back against his narcissistic abuse.

	After the divorce Mama was at least physically free and she started to build a life for us three girls. We were happy like that. A few years later I was gifted a stepdad who taught me that blood of the covenant is thicker than water of the womb.

	And one of the things Mama feared most, what she promised us would never happen, happened – we lost the house. Frantic with worry at trying to pay off the bailiffs and heavies from Dad’s gambling debts and now desperate to find a new house, Mama remained steadfast for us girls. One night as she and Jim were driving home from their pagan shop in Strathaven they happened upon a small village. Life is full of small turns of fate like that – ones that look catastrophic on the surface but are actually a blessing.
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