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INTRODUCTION



Are you forever finding yourself in the stranglehold of shitty spouses, controlling companions, and dominating dickheads? Well, fear not, because once you’ve finished reading this book, you’ll be able to wave ta-ta to unhappy and unhealthy relationships for good. Consider me the Psycho Sprucer, Bad Boy Buster, the Hot Mess Assessor – ready to leave your love life sparkling.


You see, this is a book about controlling relationships. It’s about everyday Narcissists and Psychopaths who hide in plain sight. It’s about the men, and sometimes the women, who contribute to everything from low self-esteem to suicide.


I’m not a psychologist or a doctor – sure, I once examined someone’s perineum with latex gloves but, as they told me in court, that doesn’t mean I’m medically trained. I spent ten years tumbling in and out of controlling relationships; each time I vowed it would be my last. When I finally hit the depths of despair, I decided enough was enough. I worked with a host of superb psychologists, experts and counsellors to learn why I was a magnet for these toxic twerps. The culmination of that knowledge is this book. This is my lived experience, here is my truth – advice from the field if you will. I have written what I wish had fallen into my lap a decade ago.


I hope this book will educate as many people as possible about these dangerous personality types before they eat up your life. There’s nothing to be afraid of: with knowledge comes power, and awareness will be your shield.


You may not have reported the abuse you suffer or suffered. You may never have been hit or physically attacked in any way. Perhaps you’re not convinced it’s domestic abuse at all. I get you – this is something far subtler. Something that often you’re not sure is happening at all. But you’re certain of one thing and that’s that you can’t keep playing with these poisonous pricks. You are weary of getting your life upturned. Perfect. I’m glad to say, you’re exactly where you need to be – here, reading this book. Congratulations and welcome along.


I’m going to go out on a limb here and assume one of three things about you, dear reader:


1. You’re in a relationship right now that doesn’t feel right. You can’t quite put your finger on it but it’s icky and uncomfortable.


2. You know someone – sister, brother, mother, father, friend – who is trapped in some sort of diabolical partnership and you want to help.


3. You’ve escaped a toxic relationship – it doesn’t matter how long ago – and you’re keen not to fall into another cataclysmic coupling.


(Extra category: You’ve been given this book as a half-joke but, really, you have begun to realize there’s some work to be done to perish past patterns.)


Whoever you are, I have done everything in my power to make this book your ticket to healthy love. I want you to know it’s possible not only to survive, but to thrive.


Let’s do it together, one step at a time.


If you wish to seek help or further advice on the issues covered in this book, you will find a full list of organizations and domestic abuse charities listed at the back.


This book contains potentially triggering themes of graphic domestic abuse, sexual, physical and emotional violence and suicide. All names, locations and dates have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real events is purely coincidental.
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CHAPTER ONE 


PSYCHOMETER


The Empath–Psychopath Scale


Raise your hand if you’ve been in a controlling relationship. Raise your hand if you’re in a controlling relationship now. Raise your hand if you have to ask the person that you’re with if you’re in a controlling relationship.


Don’t worry, you’re in safe hands now. You’re in the hands of a Super Empath. A Super Empath is not the next shit Marvel franchise, because that would be a film about a superhero with relentless anxiety, psoriasis flare-ups and occasional insomnia.


Nope. In fact, Empaths are highly sensitive people, often gauging their mood on how others are feeling. We have our spaced-out sci-fi friend, author J. T. McIntosh, to thank for the term – he was first to cite it in his 1956 book Empath. Star Trek then brought it to an even wider audience. Rather beautifully, both McIntosh and Star Trek meant it to convey a person with ‘emotional telepathy’. You feel me? Then you’re one too.


In the past I had a tendency to get into what you might call ‘controlling relationships’. After each one of these romances had ended, I’d be convinced I’d learnt my lesson . . . and then a matter of days later would find myself right back where I’d started.


It’d always be the same: I’d see a broken man and I would want him. ‘A new project!’ I’d squeal as Lady Gut Instinct shook her head, rolled her eyes and walked in the opposite direction. You know that tingly feeling you get when you see someone across the room you like? Yeah, well for me that was all the common sense leaving my body.


I had a real knack for finding these shattered souls; an inner radar that would alert me to their proximity: beep, beep, beep – incapacity to love, commitment-phobe, once punched a wall in a Wetherspoon’s toilet? DING, DING, DING! I should have created a dating app for broken people, I was that good at discovering them. I could have called it Unhinged, Crumble or Grindherdown.


I thought that was my ‘thing’, you know, like doing a headstand, being able to say the alphabet backwards or eating broken glass. I accepted my role was to fix these lost souls; I was the Mother Teresa of unhealthy relationships. Void of emotion? Come here, my child, let me bless you.


On top of being an Empath, I’m also a perfectionist – the two usually go hand in hand. I really like to be sure I’ve given a situation everything. I’m stubbornly persistent, to a fault. I once spent a straight two hours learning to fold a fitted sheet. I watched a tutorial and everything. Still can’t do it, but then, who can?


Being an Empath and a perfectionist meant I stayed in toxic relationships for far longer than I should have, in the hope that with enough ‘hard work’ I could achieve some form of stability. I saw red flags as signs of encouragement – be a little more dedicated, you’re doing great, keep going, you can fix this! As the glaringly glowing flags whacked me in the face then flew back to wind me.


Chumming up beside my Empath babe is a little friend called ‘Codependency’. Codependency in its purest form is a strong desire to fix others – usually at any cost. Codependents require constant validation from anyone and everyone that they are ‘doing a great job’. Are your ears burning? Don’t worry – we’ll tie up these Codependent ends later.


Now the toxic relationships I’m talking about are not just with your standard dickhead. You know the ones. Those that take days to reply, don’t hang up the bath mat, and ogle your best mate. These pricks are annoying, upsetting, and general wastes of space, but you get over it, learn from them and chalk it up to an unlucky experience. No, the people I am talking about are far more dangerous than leaving you on read.


THE PSYCHOMETER


The easiest way to discuss these personality types is by simplifying them down through a scale of 1–10. Let’s call it our Psychometer. This is a spectrum I have invented which goes from Super Empath at one end, all the way up to Psychopath on the other. It looks like this:
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Now of course, there are many strands off this scale, and it certainly isn’t as simple as one straight line. There is a variability within the characteristics of Empaths, Psychopaths and everyone else. However, for the purposes of clarity, the Psychometer will be our benchmark.


0–2: Super Empaths. These are the compassionate souls that cannot do enough for others. They feel what others are feeling as if they were experiencing those emotions themselves.


2–4: Empaths. There are varying degrees; not all Empaths would give themselves piles from sitting on a luggage rack for a six-hour train journey so someone else could have a seat.


4–6: Neutrals. There are those that fall in the middle, neither swaying to the Super Empath side, nor the extreme Psychopath side; they are grounded folks who have got it just right.


6–8: Narcissists. These people think the world revolves around them and seek almost constant gratification for their ego. Narcissists spend far too long pointing out other people’s faults to console themselves and have an unwavering sense of self-righteousness.


8–10: Psychopaths. The most dangerous of the personality disorders. These people have no conscience, remorse or guilt, and display little to no empathy. The Psychopaths cannot feel fear, and live for ever-increasing, often violent acts, for thrills.


SOCIOPATHS AND PSYCHOPATHS


It’s important that we look at the differences between a Psychopath and a Sociopath. The distinction has been heavily debated and many psychologists, criminal lawyers, police officers etc. often use the words interchangeably. It has been argued that Psychopaths are Sociopaths but with more extreme symptoms. The simple fact is – there’s a hell of a lot of overlap. I interviewed clinical psychologist Professor Hilton Davis, who said: ‘For all practical purposes there is little need to pursue the subtle academic differentiation of these terms. I avoid the disputed theoretical differences by simply using the term “Psychopath”.’


German psychiatrist J. L. A. Koch coined the term ‘Psychopath’ in 1888. In the late 1920s American psychologist George E. Partridge invented an alternative term, ‘Sociopath’. He used it to describe someone whose main trait was that they could not conform to societal norms, in such a way that presented a danger to others.


In essence, the two terms share many parallels, so for my purposes in this book, I will be referring to Psychopaths and Sociopaths using the umbrella term ‘Psychopaths’.


We’ll also be talking about Narcissists in detail later. But the fact is this – I can tell you from first-hand experience that you won’t give too much of a shit if the person who is obliterating your life is a Psychopath, a Sociopath, has learned psychopathic behaviour, narcissistic personality disorder, is just plain toxic, or all the above, when you find yourself in a state of total devastation from these tyrannical twat-toasties.


CONTROLLS


What I am discussing in this book are controlling personality types. These people – both Narcissists and Psychopaths – employ many of the same campaigns to control, a lot of which I encountered. Their aim is to plunder your power through coercion and manipulation. They pluck you from a calm life, rip you into tiny pieces and chuck you into moving traffic. I needed a name to encapsulate all these controlling personality types; a term for the vast and varying range, preferably without offending the psychologists amongst us.


I found that there wasn’t one inclusive term. Yes, we talk about these personality types in a strictly psychological and scientific way, but there was no colloquial name for the layperson to describe ALL controlling people. The world of controlling personality types felt clinical and remote, when actually, millions upon millions have their lives upended on a daily basis by these malicious monsters.


I decided I needed to create my own term. I was determined for this new word not to add to their pre-existing dark and devilish mystique. We should not be in awe of these people. 


I pondered this for a while. What did these controlling types actually do? I recalled experiences I’d had. Times I’d been in arguments, sprung from seemingly nothing, the constant feeling of treading on eggshells, the air heavy with tension. These people have an instinctive ability to consume every inch of you. They coerce, deceive and con. They provoke, prod and push. They troll your life, wreaking havoc on everything you believe about yourself and the world.


They are Controlls.
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Definition


Controlls (kɒntrɒls) Collective Noun Singular: Controll


The group term used to describe controlling personality types, particularly those who are at the helm of abusive relationships. They could be narcissistic and/or psychopathic, either learned or predisposed to be. NB. These people lack the ability to love, and most are unable to show empathy.


In a sentence: ‘My exes are all Controlls; I’m going to stop dating until I work out why.’
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Throughout this book, I will refer to 
controlling personality types as CONTROLLS.



THE WORLD’S BEST ACTORS


The further up the Psychometer we go, the more treacherous the individual becomes and, if you have dalliances with them, the more liable your life will be to implode. To be clear, no one is beyond their grip. Everyone is vulnerable. That includes other Psychopaths too – where they are concerned, like attracts like.


As no two individuals are the same, no two Psychopaths and no two Narcissists are the same. Each one is unique, like fingerprints, the veins of leaves or lies my exes told me – always kept me on my toes.


The closer to 0 we are, the higher the chance we’ll fall into the path of a controlling personality type – the partner, the boss, the Controll. If you’re on the Empath side you’re likely to be a tad too trusting; I don’t want to use the word ‘naive’ but I’m afraid it’s somewhere close.


Listen, it’s not your fault if you come a cropper with a Controll because they are Oscar-worthy actors, masters of disguise. At the beginning of your relationship, anything you want them to be, they can. Oh, and they don’t need to train for it, it’s a completely innate set of skills they deliver with impeccable artistry and finesse.


They learn what is attractive 
to you and mirror it.


Fond of big displays of affection? They can do that. What about if you’re desperate for someone to sit and listen to you for once? They’re the champ. Have you been endlessly searching for a man that will cook you a biryani, have a laugh with your mum and give you a foot rub whilst gossiping over soap storylines? They’ll do it standing on their head, mate. But once they’re sure you’re invested . . . the act falls fast. This is called love-bombing and it’s the very start of one of the worst journeys of your life. Strap yourself in.


Controlls are more charming, more alluring, 
more self-confident than the average person.


EMPATHS VS CONTROLLS


Let’s look at the attraction between Empaths and Controlls. Empaths luuurve to fix broken people. Controlls use mock-vulnerability to make people believe they are not a threat and could do with some help. Ted Bundy famously put his arm in a sling or his leg in a fake cast when approaching women. A good-looking guy with a physical injury? Little darling, Mama’s here!


It’s very important to know where you are on the Psychometer because if you are an Empath, it is in your very nature to help others, and if a charming, hot man with an injury requires your aid, it’s likely you’ll be there before the judge has even picked up the gavel.


Ideally, we’d all sit around 4–5 on the Psychometer. I don’t want you thinking that 10 = all bad and 0 = all good. It’s not that clear cut. A dose of narcissism every now and again is healthy. It’s also not so fantastic to be a high and mighty Empath all the time either. More on that later.


If you are still unsure where you live on the Psychometer, I’d like you to read the below anecdote and note your reaction:


It was 8.45 a.m. on a sharp September morning and Amanda was in the car, running extremely late to take her two-year-old daughter, Imani, to nursery. Imani was the sweetest, happiest little toddler – curly hair, round cheeks, always gripping her favourite, chewed bunny toy.


When Amanda pulled up at the nursery gates her boss called. She tucked the phone between her shoulder and ear as she unbuckled her little daughter and popped her safely on the pavement. As Amanda went to grab her bag from the driver’s side, tiny Imani realized she’d left her bunny in her car seat. She saw Mummy was busy, so reached up, putting her tiny toddler fingers on the door frame to get it. Amanda, still talking to her boss, hands full, kicked Imani’s door shut behind her and Imani’s delicate fingers went crunch.


Now if, like me, you have an almost visceral reaction – you squeezed your hands, feeling little Imani’s pain, I would suggest you are 0–3 on the Psychometer.


If you had a reaction similar to ‘of course that’s bad, but it’s just a story’, that’s OK, perhaps you may be higher up the scale, more like 4–5.


If, however, your reaction was, ‘yeah, but what car was it?’ then we may need to have a little chat . . .



THREE KILLER QUESTIONS


A decade ago, I didn’t have a clue about any of this Psychometer business, all I knew was that each destructive relationship I entered intensified in terms of control.


First Ollie, then Shiv, then Damien.


The pattern became boringly obvious: I would find an ostensibly broken man, try to fix him, get mistreated, then we’d eventually break up. The men went away stronger whilst I came out a crushed cabbage.


This cycle persisted from the ages of 18 to 30 (which sounds like the shittest Benidorm package holiday that I definitely didn’t buy tickets for). When the pattern peaked, I found myself utterly, wholly and totally exhausted and very nearly annihilated. I was faced with two options – find a way to make the cycle stop or free-fall into the clawing darkness.


I was the one who had become broken and, holy fuck, I was shattered into a million pieces. It took me a long time to get to the bottom of why I was so attracted to these corrosive Controlls.


Fundamentally, I was desperate to have these three questions answered:


1. How did I get into these controlling relationships?


2. Why didn’t I leave them earlier?


3. How can I stop the cycle?


 


I’d lost all hope of ever being able to enter a ‘normal’ relationship. I couldn’t understand where I was going wrong.




• What was it about these men, these personality types, these Controlls, that made me a target?


• Who were these people and why were they every place I looked for a partner?


• How could I love and be loved in a healthy relationship?


• Why was everyone else getting it right except me?


• Was I destined to end up either single and lonely or in a relationship and miserable?





I didn’t have the answers then, but I knew I was ready to do everything it took to break the cycle. Over the coming years I worked with some brilliant professionals and slowly, very slowly, I began to educate myself . . .


I learnt why you can never have a 
healthy relationship with a Controll.


I mastered Controlls’ trails of destruction and observed how ultimately they could be the end of people like you and me. Yes, it is that deep.


We’re going to solve all the questions above and more, but first I need you to come with me. Take my hand. Are you ready? It’s time to meet Damien.
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CHAPTER TWO


SOMETIMES YOUR WORDS JUST NORMALIZE ME


The Art of Normalizing


The first time I meet Damien is at a networking event in a bougie, obscure bar in East London. In the run-up to the party, I’ve been working flat out trying to hone a column I’m writing. I’m being paid in ‘experience’ which, weirdly, my landlord doesn’t accept as rent. I’m overtired and generally pissed off with life. But the thought of free alcohol and those bits of salmon on tiny pancakes with chives sprinkled on is enough for me to set out into the blustery night.


After fifteen frustrating minutes of turning in a circle waiting for Google Maps to calibrate and show me which direction to walk, I find the ironically named bar – Happiness Forgets. The Universe clearly tries her best there to lay out a warning sign, but I ignore it and merrily walk down the twisting, wrought-iron staircase, into the darkness below.


When I enter the dingy, uber-hip speakeasy I feel a flutter of anxiety. I pull the green jumper dress away from my stomach. Already self-conscious at my absolutely fine outfit choice.


After a bag check and confusion about the guest list, an unfriendly Czech woman permits me entry. The bar is one of those low-lit places where you get cataracts trying to read the menu and go blind attempting to spot a pal.


It’s half full and sounds of the Gotan Project ooze through the space. I walk in and squint, just about making out my friend Clara leaning over the counter and shouting, presumably a drink order, to the man-bunned barman.


I say ‘friend’; Clara is a former colleague. A raging alcoholic theatre booker in her seventies who I worked with on a show. During that performance she got blind drunk, plunged the theatre into total blackout and took four minutes to find the lights. To be fair, the audience weren’t responsive that night so at least she created some excitement. Clara is my excuse to be here. I’m not particularly fussed to see her but I never seem to be able to quench the thirst of FOMO that haunts me when I turn down an invite. What if I miss out on a job? Or meet my husband-to-be? I could find a tenner on the floor if I’m lucky.


I take off my coat and drape it over my arm, now nervous there’s a definite VPL situation happening behind me. Trying to act as unfazed as possible, I walk to Clara and, as I do, I clock a man in his late thirties, white-shirted and navy-blazered, looking at me and grinning. We lock eyes momentarily. A flash of confidence. I smile and look down. I estimate I have less than a minute to quickly speed-plan our life together . . .


How I’ll meet him later by the toilets, we’ll chat and have everything in common. We’ll date for four years then he’ll propose, probably on Hampstead Heath with a picnic and a bottle of Dom Perignon he’ll have inscribed to me. Our now-mutual friends would’ve been hiding in the bushes for three hours and they’ll jump out and start an acoustic cover of ‘You Do Something to Me’. Or something. Whatever, not bothered, haven’t thought about it that much.


I’ve often mused back to that Sliding Doors moment. What would have happened if I’d spoken to Navy Blazer Man that night instead of the man I was about to give four painful years to? Presumably, because I hadn’t yet educated myself on the cycle of control, exactly the same set of circumstances that did happen would follow, but with Navy Blazer Man instead.


I reach Clara, now talking to a tall guy with fiery red hair. She turns to me and smiles, then gives me an awkward shoulder pat, like she’s trying to put out a tiny, tiny fire on my clavicle. She’s got purple red wine stains at the corners of her mouth. I hate red wine. I nod at the man who is unremarkable looking but there is . . . something about him that I can’t quite put into words. Believe me, I’ve tried.


She introduces us: ‘Of course you know Damien.’


I haven’t a clue. ‘Mmm,’ I say, extending my hand.


‘She doesn’t,’ he says, then chuckles. I laugh, heat rises to my face.


He’s broad and muscular, with an understated dress sense that’s not in accordance with what I later learn is his relatively esteemed position at work.


Four hours pass. He’s a raconteur and I’m completely and utterly disarmed by his charisma. He tells me about his role in tech marketing and his dreams to start a magazine, all of which he manages to make humorous. I’m impressed by his ambition, the way he side-eyes me to give cheeky grins and how he takes me firmly by the waist and guides me to the bar when he wants a drink. It’s as though I’m in an illustrious members’ bar where he and I are the only patrons. I focus on nothing else that night. He’s a foreign creature from outer space – there’s no one more interesting, electrifying or captivating than him.


My whole world has turned technicolour.


Everyone knows Damien. But I’ve always been terrible with names. At the end of the evening, he places his hands on the small of my back, draws me close and tells me he finds my obliviousness endearing.


‘Endearing’ changes months later to ‘obnoxious’ as he spits the memory back.


At the outset, he’s enamoured. Once the last gaggle of guests depart and we’re forced to leave, we walk together to the train station, our fingers sparking like they’re being welded together. Then we ride the escalator to the underground. He’s a step below and as he turns back and looks up, I see a definite glimmer in his eyes. He tells me about his ‘crazy exes’ and how nice it is to meet a normal woman. I grip my hands together to stop myself taking his face between my palms and kissing him intensely.


We quickly tumble into a relationship. I barely know a thing about him, but I’ve never experienced the kind of romantic love he shows in the first few weeks. He bulldozes me off my feet. There’s no one like him. I’m so lucky.


‘I’ve been waiting for someone like you. I see our whole future together,’ he says, after two weeks of dating. It’s magical.


My diary is suddenly full of social events with Damien. He knows everyone, or rather, they know him, and he’s always got a witty remark or intelligent observation. Damien walks into the party like he’s walking onto a yacht. I am honoured to be with him, a proud addition to his arm. That’s early on in our relationship. After only a few months we barely go anywhere together.


‘Different social circles,’ he says, on his way out. ‘You’ll only get bored. Have a good night, yeah?’ The door closes behind him.


The interest he shows in me dissipates by the day, but I dismiss this as part of the ‘settling in’ process. Soon other women will no longer be a distraction. Soon he’ll stop hiding his phone. Soon it’ll go back to how it used to be. Soon he’ll remember how much he loved me on that escalator. Soon he’ll stop being pissed off all the time, and soon I’ll be his whole future again. Soon.


On the odd occasion we do go out together I frantically try to shore up our connection. I make sure I look my best, spending hours doing my hair and make-up, false lashes, new dress, manicure – the full shebang. I ruthlessly criticize my appearance – often things I can’t change, like my height. ‘Guys like petite women. I wish I was shorter, maybe I’ll just crouch a bit.’ Still his eyes wander. ‘Men are visual creatures,’ I reassure Lady Gut Instinct as she eye-rolls and exhales.


Many years later, I laugh as my therapist advises me to ‘delete all photos of the two of you together’; she doesn’t get the joke. ‘Um . . . there, there aren’t any,’ I say. There were a few treasured photos on my phone that I snapped before he could tell me it wasn’t a good time, but that’s it. Certainly none on any social media platform. I called him out on this once and his reason was that it saves all the humiliation of the public break-up that will inevitably happen when shit hits the fan. That’s some cripplingly low relationship confidence. It’s like walking into a gym with your neck in a brace: ‘I’ve put this on because I’m pretty sure I’m going to fall off the treadmill and career into the weights section, so I’m making sure I’m covered.’


I only know a handful of his mates – mostly names from stories. A few I’ve met and have relentlessly done my best to make a good impression. I play out in my head them telling Damien what a catch I am, him finally realizing how good he’s got it.


A year into our relationship Damien presents me with tickets to a music festival. I’m eating cereal on a high bar stool in my kitchen and nearly cause myself spinal injury from the jerk. I try to play it cool:


‘Oh, nice one, yeah sounds good; some all-right bands playing, I think,’ I say, choking on a huge mouthful of Shreddies.


My inner child meanwhile has her head in the dressing-up box, digging out fairy wings and face glitter, excitedly throwing outfit choices on her bright blue bubble chair (she’s from the nineties, don’t judge).


When Damien and I see the billowing, bright red flags at the festival gates and hear the distant, pulsating bass, I’m on top of the world. This is the ‘soon’ I’d wanted. I knew we’d get here.


The dusty paths are bustling with nose-ringed, dreadlocked, tattooed festival-goers, all carrying huge camping backpacks and the obligatory Red Stripe. A tiny woman in her mid-twenties walks towards us, carrying a thin mattress on her head like she’s returning to the village to provide bedding for her sleep-deprived family. I turn to Damien, about to make a witty comment, but his eyes are fixed on her with what I gauge as a longing. He quickens his pace, he’s now a few feet in front of me. He’s heading directly towards her. What’s he doing? My heartbeat mirrors the speed of his walk. When he reaches her, he’s out of earshot, but I see him crouch under the mattress and slink an arm around her waist, kissing her dangerously close to the mouth.


I puff my way next to the two of them, feeling that familiar pang of hurt and jealousy.


‘Hi,’ I say, emphatically. I try to conceal my breathlessness but the ‘hi’ comes out far deeper and more sixty-a-day-ish than intended. They look at me like I’m deranged.


‘Er, hi,’ she says, smiling and glancing to Damien. I can see her up close now. She’s stunning. Heterochromatic eyes – one brown, one blue – tanned skin with a sprinkle of freckles. Damien once told me how he loved freckles on a woman. I don’t have any.


‘Right, let’s go,’ says Damien, the annoyance in his voice unmistakable.


‘I’ll message you, Eve,’ he says in a softer tone to Freckle-Mattress-Head.


As we walk away, I regret my actions immediately. Why did I have to say anything? I should have let it go. Blaming myself is survival instinct. It’s easier to self-flagellate, then apologize to him. I know better than to ask who she is. But deep down, Lady Gut Instinct tells me. Months later, when I see her name come up on his phone as he shoots me a ‘don’t you dare’ look and takes the call in another room, I have her identity as ‘another woman’ confirmed.



HOT COALS


You accept a high degree of powerlessness being in a relationship with a Controll. A lot of keeping quiet in order to cling at calm. Don’t say anything, don’t do anything, if you have an issue with their behaviour, you’re best to bite your tongue rather than call it out. It’s not just walking on eggshells; it’s walking barefoot on red-hot coals.


I wanted Damien to want me. I wanted him to want me like he wanted me in our first few months together. I wanted him to want me like he wanted Eve and all the other women. I could offer him something they couldn’t and that was true, devoted, no-holds-barred love. Little did I know, this wasn’t what he wanted. He needed a fresh supply of women cascading through his life – not one. He’d soon get bored of one.


Over time, he became more distant and these ‘Eves’ popped up more frequently. I learnt it was easier to keep my opinions on them to myself, rather than question him. And so it went on. It wasn’t until many years later that I realized:


What you put up with at the end of the 
relationship is not what you would have 
put up with at the beginning.


Read that again.


What you put up with at the end of the 
relationship is not what you would have 
put up with at the beginning.



THE ROAD TO NORMAL


Very quickly into my relationship with Damien I normalized his womanizing behaviour, his sporadic temper which caught me off guard, and his micro (and macro) aggressions.


Normalizing is the act of placating, reducing and returning events, circumstances and ideas back to a label of ‘normal’.


Normalizing is normal . . . 
and extremely dangerous.


It can happen on a global scale: world leaders can have populations normalizing destructive, racist, sexist, fascist behaviours relatively quickly. This is cultural normalization, where nations exposed to, say, radical terrorism or warfare will eventually consider it a ‘normal’ part of life.


Those in relationships with Controlls swiftly file their partner’s abuse as normal. You see, ‘normal’ is a safe place to be, ‘normal’ is our comfort zone, we welcome ‘normal’ into our lives, it’s what we’re used to, so we know how to cope with it. It’s easier for us to normalize abusive, vitriolic behaviour than to confront it.


If you think about cultural normalization, living in a war-torn country, you’re already dealing with the day-to-day hell of trying to survive, and over time it becomes extremely unlikely you would spend time thinking ‘this doesn’t feel right’. You would be exhausted and terrified, your minimal energy spent, consistently readjusting the ‘norm’ to cope.


Similarly, being in a relationship with a Controll, you are regularly up against some form of terror. After all, emotional abuse from being in a relationship with a Controll is also known as . . . Intimate Terrorism.


Those in a relationship with a Controll can be living in a penthouse suite in an upmarket suburb, but still be desperately trying to survive and stay safe whilst confronted by their own terror. To cope, to manage, to survive, we normalize.


DENSENSITIZING AND DOWNPLAY


Alongside normalizing, the Controll will use methods to desensitize us and take the sting out of their bad behaviour with lines like:


‘Calm down! I wasn’t angry, just upset! What, I’m not allowed to show my emotions?’


‘You need to rein in your paranoia about me and other women, it’s all in your head.’


‘Yes, I shouted and swore, but you drove me to do it. It’s only because I care!’


It’s all in the downplay. It wasn’t that bad, was it? Your standards for what is acceptable diminish and normal boundaries that you have relied on from a young age get stomped down. You learn it is much harder work to assess, question and speak out, than it is to accept the situation and normalize it.


There is no way I would have gulped down some of the abusive behaviour from my Controlls if they had displayed it when we initially met. Can you imagine on a first date, your potential partner sneering at you, telling you you’d look better with no make-up on and giving the waitress a kiss? His bread roll would be wedged up his arse and you’d be in a taxi before the mains arrived.


No, normalizing takes time, it’s a methodical process. I’ll say it again: what you put up with at the end is not what you would have put up with at the beginning.


Normalizing abusive behaviour at home can bleed into other areas of your life too. If you subconsciously normalize behaviour like being sworn or shouted at and you learn to turn the other cheek to abusive actions and normalize that feeling of walking on hot coals, then what happens when you come up against a dictatorial character in a work environment? You’ve learnt to swallow it, tolerate it, and not speak up. You’ve already normalized it. As time goes by, your self-esteem and emotional welfare take a battering not only from the Controll at home, but at work too. There is no respite.


The more terror that comes your way, the better you get at normalizing abusive behaviour and its impact. This is something in life you’ll improve at that you don’t deserve a gold star for. Because normalizing fear that an explosion may happen at any minute allows it to go on longer and worsen. You can develop what’s called Hypervigilance.


Hypervigilance is a state of extreme, heightened alertness. Have you ever watched a horror movie then heard a creak in your house and been so on edge you couldn’t breathe? This is a small nod towards hypervigilance. Your senses have been pushed to such an elevated place because your fight-or-flight responses have kicked in, thinking you’re in danger. You’re insanely sensitive to any noise and, no matter what, you can’t shake the feeling something terrifying is lurking in the shadows. Now imagine this all, or almost all the time. This can be exactly what it’s like living with a Controll. Exhausting, right?


What can you do if you recognize that you have normalized toxic behaviour? Well, the first call of action is to start . . . Noticing.


There is power in noticing. Noticing precedes action, which precedes change. Noticing areas of your life where you have normalized abusive behaviours is the key to starting the journey to change.


Depending how far down the Controll course you are, this could be difficult. If you’ve been with a Controll for a long time, and/or you’re an A* Normalizer, then you may have no point of reference to realize their behaviour is damaging. In this case, pay attention to how friends and family react to your Controll’s behaviour. Do they raise their eyebrows or seem taken aback when you tell them some of the things they have done? This can be a good place to start the noticing process.


Later we’ll discuss dating post-Controll, which is quite the obstacle course to navigate, but possible. One of the things that makes it so tricky is that you could have unknowingly worked hard on rehashing what is ‘normal’ to you whilst with your Controll. Things like being cheated on, spoken down to and intimidated will be your standards of what is acceptable even after the relationship is over. You need to unpick your ‘normal’ before you look for another partner.


We’ve got a way to go yet though, so hold fire on the dating apps.


Seriously, stop swiping.
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CHAPTER THREE


SPILL THE GENES


Why are Psychopaths, Psychopaths?


A few months before meeting Damien, at the wet-behind-the-ears age of twenty-four I am momentarily single, having tumbled head first out of another toxic relationship with someone called Shiv. Shiv was, I’m sure still is, a wannabe singer-songwriter. On our first date he played me his album of covers which he recorded in the local leisure centre toilets for reverb. He liked to pretend he was ‘from the streets’ yet was annoyingly dripping in family money. He was absolutely convinced he was destined for success. Unfortunately, his only true assets were a wardrobe of designer jumpers, a burner phone, and an impressively high sex drive.


I’m happy to be single again. Really, I am. High on a heady mix of a week’s worth of insomnia and a share bag of Haribos, all before 9 a.m. I’m walking through a relatively quiet Waterloo station. A few stragglers from last night sit on the chairs blearily staring at the departure boards, carb-cramming overpriced cheese croissants and guzzling coffee.


My platform flashes up and I board a train to visit my parents in the countryside – a welcome escape from city life. It’s a sunny Sunday morning and the carriage is nearly empty; I spy a lovely, free double seat. It’s far enough away from the toilets and close enough to the door to see when the food trolley comes and to have time to mentally prepare my extra snacks order. This is not my first rodeo.


I plonk my cabin-size suitcase on the racks above, take out my Meal Deal and prepare to do the usual ‘eat everything before we reach the next stop’ challenge. I don’t want to boast, but I always win.


The electric doors from the next carriage slide open with a whoosh and a burly, bald man who looks like Oddjob from Goldfinger walks through and spots me. I catch his eye, mid-BLT, then look down, pretending to be engrossed in the nutritional information of the Shapers prawn swirls in my hand.


‘Sit here?’ he says in a deep, gruff, Cockney accent. He stops directly to the right of me. You’ve got two choices: deliberately look at the almost entirely empty train carriage, shrug and do a lot of pondering until he gets the message; or, if you’re Peak Empath like me, gulp, quickly move all your belongings, knock the bacon out of your sandwich and nod furiously.


Obviously, I do the latter and the man, who I’ll learn shortly is called Bill, slumps heavily onto the seat next to me. His gargantuan frame squeezes me closer to the grubby Perspex window. He gets out a copy of the Daily Mail which he proceeds to manspread over me, so now I have ‘EMMA WATSON SHOCKS IN SEE-THROUGH DRESS’ on my lap.


I side-eye Bill and see he’s missing half a finger and a thumb. Something awful has also happened to the tips of his fingers, like he’s been in a really terrible accident. This is when I start feeling sorry for him.


He has letters tattooed across his hairy knuckles which read P-A-T-I-E-N-C-E. I reflect later that ‘patience’ may have been a ‘reminder to self’.


Eventually we start chatting because, well, because that always happens to me. I have one of those ‘tell me your life story’ faces. I’d make a great talk-show host. He tells me he’s on his way to get a heart transplant, he even pulls out his ECG scans.


I get the courage to ask what happened to his finger and thumb. Bill stiffly swivels round to me (he has very little neck to turn), and comes out with what I think is one of the most chilling sentences I’ve ever heard. He holds up his half-finger and thumb and says:


‘What vis? Shot me own fingers orf in a bar brawl,’ and with a wink adds, ‘still managed to get the bouncer, though.’ Then does a slow hangman’s gesture paired with a gaping smile.


‘Oh . . . no,’ I say, ‘did – did you get in any trouble?’


Bill, who has now turned back to Emma’s nipples, shakes his head and waves his remaining fingers, then gives a self-satisfied:


‘No fingerprints, no crime. Burnt ’em orf didnih?’


There we go, I am now most definitely sitting next to a homicidal maniac. What do you do? Get out, go to the loo, jump off the moving train, even if you’re in Stockport . . . Or, if you’re like me, give him your number to make sure his heart transplant goes OK. I must have been struck so many times with red flags from the whole happening that I got concussed and lost the ability to think clearly.


Bill and I sit for a while in silence. I’m playing out in my head what may have happened the night of that bar brawl when he shot and potentially murdered a bouncer. Is it weird he makes me feel kind of . . . safe? I should really address this. Reminder to self.


Whether our friend Bill (he’s mine, so now he’s yours too) murdered or maimed the nameless bouncer or not, he is obviously still an extremely shady, potentially psychopathic character.


Did he knock the bouncer off to protect himself? Possibly. Wrong place, wrong time? Maybe. Or was he in with a dangerous crowd and absorbed what it took to survive in the hellish criminal underworld? Not sure. Either way, it doesn’t serve us to chuck around the term ‘Psychopath’ willy-nilly just because someone is more two-faced than some carnival mirrors.


NATURE OR NURTURE: PSYCHOPATH EDITION


How does someone become a Psychopath, all the way up there at 10 on the Psychometer? Well, there are a few ways. And there is no one single cause. There are some people who have the genetic predisposition of Psychopaths. These guys have different wiring in their brain to those who are not Psychopaths. This cannot be altered, fixed or healed – it’s the way they were born.


Let’s talk about brains, baby, let’s talk about you and me. There are three key factors that may help you understand the behaviours of someone who has the predisposed genetics of a Psychopath.


Researchers at King’s College London Institute of Psychiatry (IoP) looked at brain scans and were unable to tell the gender, sexuality, geographic origin or race of a patient but realized they could, in fact, easily spot the brains of Psychopaths.


The team found the brains on these MRI scans had:


1. A shrunken Amygdala, which leads to a lack of feeling fear.


2. An enlarged Striatum, which controls reward-seeking – so for those on the far end of the Psychometer, the bigger the risk, the bigger the reward.


3. Reduced activity in the Insula, which is the part of the brain that should activate when seeing someone express emotions – this is a key component of the social brain. Quite literally, Psychopaths cannot read emotions like you or I.


 


There’s another interesting difference between ‘typical’ brains and Psychopaths and that’s a chemical called Oxytocin. This little fella is what regulates our emotional responses like trust, positivity, and the ability to bond with others. It also contributes to how we experience love.


Psychopaths do not process Oxytocin in the same way we do. Now don’t start feeling sorry for them, but do start understanding why a desperate bid to stick around and change them is pointless.


The fact is: not all Psychopaths are bad people. That’s right, you heard me – not every Psychopath is a horrific serial killer. Some have all the neurological characteristics but may simply be quietly living their lives, not out to cause pain and harm to others. They may merely seem detached or present a lack of emotional responses. As we’ve seen from our Psychometer, it’s all scalable.


OUR PLASTIC BRAINS


The brain is a frighteningly malleable organ. This is known as ‘synaptic plasticity’, which means the synapses in the brain have an ability to strengthen or weaken over time due to increased or decreased activity. There’s something else that shapes the brain too – hard blows or injury like those sustained in car accidents, by boxers, or in other contact sports.


If we look at the case of American Footballer Aaron Josef Hernandez, we see a successful, fit, personable guy who had a young daughter and fiancée and was rising to the top of the NFL. But in 2013, at the age of twenty-four he murdered line-backer Odin Lloyd; he was charged and received a life sentence, then he took his own life at twenty-seven.


What went so wrong, so quickly? Post-mortem brain scans of Aaron revealed he had Stage 3 CTE – Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy, which is a progressive brain condition thought to be caused by repeated blows to the head. Some of the symptoms of CTE are depression, frustration and short-term memory loss. Although, of course, Aaron’s actions cannot be excused, his case displays how impacts to the brain can have significant, long-term and sometimes devastating consequences to the recipient’s behaviour.


Scientists have found that psychopathic behaviour can be caused by traumatic blows to the head, and damage to a specific part of the forebrain can result in inability to feel fear and lack of emotional responses . . . i.e., the creation of a psychopathic brain.


A study by Dr Simone Shamay-Tsoory1 found that: ‘people diagnosed as Psychopathic have difficulty showing empathy, just like patients who have suffered frontal head injury.’ And vice versa, ‘people who have Psychopathic symptoms behave as though they are suffering frontal brain damage.’


So, anyone can become a Psychopath. I don’t mean any of us could wake up one day and decide to murder Karen in the office for making fish in the microwave for the fourth lunchtime in a row (though we’ve felt inclinations), but you can see how in one fell swoop, personalities are darkly transmuted due to brain injury.


PSYCHO SCHOOL – 
LEARNING TO BE A PSYCHOPATH


What about the ones who don’t have the genetic disposition for Psychopathy? Is there some kind of Controll Training Camp, a Psycho School run by a dictatorial figure with flashy PowerPoints and end of term exams? Angry face stickers for the ones who pass? Not as far as I know (not unless you count some private schools), but there’s research that shows a person’s environment can have a huge impact on whether that person develops and executes psychopathic behaviours.


[image: image]


Let’s talk about those displaying psychopathic behaviour – that’s those who don’t necessarily have that different wiring in the brain. It’s all about conditioning. Psychopathic traits can be learnt from peers, media, family, environments, pretty much anywhere you can think of. What that means is, it’s also possible to unlearn them. Learning is about altering neurological pathways, and though unlearning is not necessarily a quick and easy process, it’s conceivable. If someone is a womanizer, you can’t just ask them to keep it in their pants and show some respect; it may take a lifetime of psychotherapy to change their behaviours. Often, it’s not so much the unlearning that’s the problem but the desire to do so in the first place.




But let’s be clear . . .


If someone is displaying psychopathic behaviour, 
then no one can make them change.



ARE YOU A PSYCHO?


We have all at one stage in our lives displayed psychopathic traits. If you’re shaking your head, well then, you’re lying, and that in itself is a bit psychopathic, mate. Perhaps there have been times you’ve surprised yourself with a lack of emotion when dealing with an intense situation. You may have acted without thinking and convinced yourself that it was acceptable to cheat, lie or steal. Have you sought some form of revenge or felt utterly remorseless in a situation that should have warranted it? These are all up there as behaviours on the latter end of the Psychometer.


Men that constantly beg for nudes, who cheat, never live up to their promises, and don’t introduce you to their friends or family, also known as fuckboys, could well have learnt that behaviour. It may have been from observing their father not being faithful when they were growing up. Perhaps they formed a clique of equally gormless mates who lauded their actions, or maybe they were just gifted with the emotional intelligence of a damp flannel.


Where else can learned psychopathic behaviour come from? Well, aside from shifting the blame onto bad role models, shit parenting and a bad environment, you could argue that our friend Capitalism has quite the hand to play.


SHOW ME THE MONEY!


You see, Capitalism, by its very design, demands us to acquire more, show more, be more. It’s dog eat dog. The very ecosystem rests on the questionable morals and ethics of a handful of individuals who, more than likely, fall at the latter end of the Psychometer themselves.


Ingrained within Capitalism is the notion that if you are not one of the hyper-elite puppeteers pulling the strings on the world economy, you’re the puppet, exhaustedly trying to keep up with demands. You can see then that it would be relatively easy to fall prey to some learned psychopathic behaviour: undercutting people, lying, cheating, feeling a secret glee when your colleague gets fired because it may mean you get a promotion and, hence, move closer to being a puppet master yourself.


The idea of success, financial abundance and wealth beyond our wildest dreams is touted to us in all manner of ways through the Capitalist system. Is it our fault then if we surprise ourselves with a lack of remorse for pocketing that tenner we found on the street corner instead of handing it to the homeless guy who was too exhausted by the system to see it?


DR ROBERT HARE’S 
PSYCHOPATHY CHECKLIST


Look, here’s the thing – if you’re getting your self-esteem sucked on the daily then it’s unlikely you’ll be umming and erring over the perp being diagnosed as a Psycho or how they came to be that way. But to show us the definitive traits of a true Psychopath, so we can get clearer on who we’re looking out for, allow me to bring you the Hare Psychopathy Checklist.


In the 1970s, criminal psychologist Dr Robert Hare devised the Hare Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) – a diagnostic tool used to assess the severity of a person’s psychopathic tendencies.


This is considered the gold standard for assessing psychopathy. Although I must say that this checklist should only be used by qualified practitioners to assess a person’s propensity for psychopathy. It’s very helpful for us – the victims of Controlls – to understand the list, but I’m not going to suggest writing the traits on your hand and diagnosing, say, the bus driver for not letting you on because you forgot your fare. So here goes, the twenty traits assessed in the Hare Psychopathy Checklist-Revised:




	
Glib and superficial charm 

The smooth schmoozers, they talk the talk.




	
Grandiose (exaggeratedly high) estimation of self 

Think God Complex. I’m all for self-love, but we’re talking sky-stretching egotism. An unshakeable belief they are the greatest thing that walks the planet.




	
Need for stimulation 

They are bored, bored, bored. Often taking part in illegal activities, chasing potential sexual partners, or indulging in substance abuse.




	
Pathological lying 

So good they’re fooling everyone. If you catch them, they’ll gaslight their way out of it.




	
Cunning and manipulative 

Crafty and divisive, they are smarter, savvier, and far more deceptive than you can dare to imagine.




	
Lack of remorse or guilt 

The word ‘sorry’ is not in their vocabulary. They will cheat, lie, steal, abuse and worse, with no attachment to morality.




	
Shallow or flat affect (superficial emotional responsiveness) 

That lifeless look. Watching notorious Psychopaths, their faces will seem totally expressionless. They are blank.




	
Callousness and lack of empathy 

Don’t expect them to change their ways because they’re hurting you. They care for no one but themselves. They are not capable of compassion; they will never see things through your eyes.




	
Parasitic lifestyle 

They feed off others, taking whatever they can get: sex, money, drugs, the list is infinite. They believe they are owed everything they desire.




	
Poor behavioural controls 

There’s no off switch. Their moods swing violently, they fire up faster than a Porsche 911 and you do not want to be in their way when they shift gear.




	
Sexual promiscuity 

Sex addicts. They’ll cheat and chase their sexual partners indiscriminately and certainly will not be satisfied being monogamous.




	
Early behaviour problems 

They were trouble growing up; they could have been diagnosed with ADHD. They may have been overly aggressive, defiant, or emotionally maladjusted.




	
Lack of realistic long-term goals 

They have no aspirations, or if they do, they are completely overblown and unachievable, such as: ‘I’m going to be the next President of the United States.’ Oh no, wait . . .
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