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THE CAGE

Routine
Morning, 5.13am. Saturday. 

I clamber out of bed with a defeated sigh – only 15 hours and 47 minutes to survive through until the day ends.  I routinely approach the window, peering through the crack of the curtains. I see the grey skies engulfing the back garden. 

It’s morning, another day.     

I make my way to the bathroom and switch on the tap without thinking. I rinse my reddened hands under the cold water and am overcome by the sense of relief.  Going through the motions: palm to palm, back of the right hand, back of the left, the fingers and the spaces between them.  I dry my hands and descend the stairs, careful not to touch the banister.
I make myself breakfast and switch on the television, raising the volume to 20. Always 20, nothing more or nothing less. Now that the TV is on, wash my hands one more time, once again going through the aforementioned system.
I settle back on the sofa and let time pass. Time is the one thing I am powerless against, apart from my illness of course. You can control, or at least attempt to control every aspect of your life. But time has no master, and all I can do is wait. Wait for the day to end. 

As the early evening approaches I heave myself out of the sofa and switch off the television. Once again I wash my hands. I open the freezer to produce a generic ready meal which I place into the microwave. 

The instructions tell me to set it at 8 minutes, I round it up to 10. While waiting for the food, I wash my hands and check the front door. It’s locked. I tug on the door a further 5 times to confirm my assessment. It’s still locked. I then perform a visual sweep across the house, the same one I always do, checking to make sure everything is in its allocated place. As usual no irregularities are found. 
I wash my hands then begin to eat my microwaved meal. I slowly make my way through the food - today being a container of Shepherd’s pie. I scrape every last crumb onto the spoon, taking my time to complete the meal properly. Once finished, I clear up after myself and wash my hands, preparing for bed. 
I brush my teeth and approach the window, ending the day the same way it began. I peer through the crack of the curtains. Sunset. A look at the clock reveals the time to be 8.57pm. It’s slightly early, so I wait the 3 minutes before slipping into bed. 

I close my eyes. For tomorrow brings another day.
The Cage
This has been the same. Every day I go through the Routine and it has been getting worse since my dismissal at the office.  I now rarely leave the house apart from the occasional journey to the local shop, from which I buy the food needed to survive through to the next week. 
Home is the only place where I feel truly safe. Living alone, home is where I feel I have total control, while the world outside presents itself as an unmanageable wilderness. Even while I was working, my zone of existence only consisted of the office, the local shop and my house. Anything beyond these domains remain the unknown – nor do I wish to know them, for I find the unknown causes me great distress.
I wasn’t always like this. 8 years ago, during my late teens I lead a more carefree way of life. Complete opposite to myself now, a life without consequences. I took part in activities which looking back I now regret, and yet what I would give to go back to that more untroubled frame of mind. 
Better than the hell I now face. 
The doctors said I had contracted hepatitis B, likely through the use of unclean needles. The disease itself was merely a minor inconvenience, in time I had recovered from the infection. It’s what the infection has done with my mind that I have been struggling with. 

Through deep shame of what had happened I slowly withdrew myself from my surroundings into the Cage of my mind. Even after tests confirmed I had cleared the infection, I still never felt I had truly recovered. I felt filthy, and so I started washing my hands every now and again. 
But despite this I never felt clean. And so over the coming months I would wash myself more often. I even developed a system: Palm to palm, back of the right hand, back of the left, the fingers and the spaces between them.    
Years passed, and eventually it reached a point where it wasn’t about the infection anymore. First I started finding excuses to wash my hands – for accidently touching the wall, the banister, after turning on the television. Eventually, the hand washing simply became part of my daily routine, and I didn’t need to humour myself with excuses. I noticed that long periods without cleaning would make me feel tense, and that washing them would relieve that. And thus I became a slave to these thoughts, finding that if I didn’t wash my hands the tension would become intolerable. So I would always find a way of making sure I was clean, no matter how impractical it would get. 
While at home, this wasn’t an issue as I had good access to wash my hands, but it became a more significant problem when I was at my job. Having more limited access had a negative effect on my concentration. Deadlines were missed, and my ability to maintain the required standards would decline.
 I was too ashamed to tell my colleagues or my superiors of my condition - not that I needed to of course. I could tell that they noticed things weren’t normal. The way they would speak in whispered voices as I walked past. That’s not to say they were bad people. They would offer to include me in their social events, but I made the choice not to go with them. Also the fact I chose not to tell them about my problems would mean I have myself to blame. 
The truth is, were I in their position, I’d almost certainly be the same. In the end my boss summoned me to his office and we discussed his concerns. He even asked me if there was anything wrong, whether there were any problems at home. But of course I declined. I didn’t want to burden him with my problems. In the end we reached a mutual agreement that perhaps it would be better for me to leave.
So here I am, every day. Worst of all is the fact that I know I’m not normal. It’s absurd. Pathetic even. A slave to my own mind, trapped in this Cage. It should be simple, I should just be able to stop thinking these thoughts – but my mind won’t let me. 

This mind can’t even be called my own anymore. It acts against me, it has become my worst enemy. It directs me and yet I cannot fight back.  Every day a mental battle against myself. Pathetic. 
All I can do is withstand this burden and let time pass. For tomorrow brings another day.
Freedom
The lady at the reception calls my name. I get up from my seat, make my way across the room and open the door.

The doctor is typing on the computer. He greets me and offers the seat opposite his desk, asking me to give him a few minutes while he finishes writing up. 
I nod and look around the room. I would be lying if I said was completely comfortable, but I suppose that is to be expected with those in my position. Unfamiliarity can be a tough thing to face when your life has previously revolved around order and routine. 
I am feeling better than last time however, which I’m sure must be progress. The doctor finishes typing and looks up at me with a smile, asking how my week had been. I tell him of the steps I have been taking since the last time we met. I mention my trip to the park on Tuesday, and the apprehensions I had. I was only able to stay for a few minutes before deciding to return home, but I tell the doctor of my intention to return again the following week, with the aim to stay out longer. The doctor congratulates me, as well as agreeing that that I should try again before I next see him. He then asks me for any updates on my job search. I bring up the interview I had 2 days ago, what I had learnt from it and how I could implement any changes for future interviews. He seemed impressed. 
The doctor is very encouraging, reminding me of how much I’ve progressed over the past few weeks. And he’s right. I’ve found that even just talking about my problems have been beneficial. Since seeing the doctor for the past month or so, I have noticed positive changes. Hand washing is still a problem, but I have been making an effort in trying to break out of the Routine. Taking steps to do new things, go back into work, to lead a more normal life.

I’m not saying that I’ve completely escaped my difficulties, far from it in fact. I understand that it may make many months or even years to reach that goal. But at least I’m now taking the steps to achieve this. I’d like to think that I’m now on the road to Freedom, breaking free of this Cage that has kept me trapped all these years. Maybe one day I’ll be able to actually live, get a new job, have a family and not have to worry about the thoughts in my head. Perhaps there will be a future for me after all.
The session finishes and together we arrange when our next meeting will be. I thank the doctor, leaving the room to face the world outside. With a new sense of optimism I look forward to what the future will bring, not thinking about the hell and anguish of what I’ve been facing. That is now in the past where it shall remain. I now look forward to tomorrow, and the opportunities it shall bring. I look up at the sky and the sun smiles upon me.
For tomorrow brings another day.  
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