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‘The unexamined life isn’t worth living’


—Socrates


‘Nobody cares about your shit life. You’re going to die alone’


—the voice in my head




A Note from the Author


Hi. I hope you’re OK.


I mean, you’re probably not if you’re reading this, but still, hi.


Before we get started, I need to warn you that this book is going to talk about suicide, including detailing suicidal methods. It’s going to detail experience of sexual assault. It’s also going to talk about addiction, including references to cocaine and alcohol abuse. It’s going to examine self-harm and depression. It’s going to be honest about some of the darkest things it’s possible to feel. It’s also going to (try to) be funny. I know some people will not be in a place where this is the right book for them to read. Please do what you need to do to be as safe as possible.


Some people may object to this mix of subject and approach on principle. I want to be clear that it’s not my intention to make light of any of these things; as you’ll see if you read the book, I’m well aware of their heaviness. I genuinely believe that the best way to open up a space to talk about what’s going on in our heads is to speak frankly, using the full range of expression we use when discussing everything else. To have an important conversation without humour is like trying to paint a picture with only half the colours. You can do it but your picture is going to be shit.


Also, there’s a reason the standard advice is to begin a speech with a joke. Because the person laughing and the person telling the joke become briefly part of the same shared universe. And once you’ve got them, they’ll listen to you in a different way. I want the best chance of bringing you all into my universe. That means giving myself, at the very least, the same verbal equipment as every drunk best man ever.


So to conclude: I’m going to talk about suicide; please don’t read this book if you’re not in the right headspace for that, and I think we can all agree that the bride’s mum looks absolutely stunning.




The Rope Trick


The trouble with being a suicidal magician is that it’s remarkably hard to kill yourself.


It’s 2013 and I am 24 years old, sat alone on the floor of my flat, surrounded by rope, but the only knot I know how to tie is one that would immediately come undone.


As this didn’t feel like the sort of thing it felt appropriate to ask a friend or neighbour for help with, I googled ‘How to tie a noose’ and found a suitable 90-second video. Everything I needed to know, set out step by step, and I was ready to follow the instructions. The only thing was that they’d put the Benny Hill music over it. As everyone knows, it’s impossible not to laugh at the Benny Hill music and, in that moment, as I was laughing, something shifted and I stopped wanting to die.


There are two things I want to tell you – the first is that, contrary to portrayals on television, saving someone’s life doesn’t have to be a big dramatic leap, dragging them back from the edge of the bridge, or pulling them out of oncoming traffic. It can be an everyday thing, a small kindness whose impact stretches far beyond your understanding. Whoever made that video, you should know that your choice of soundtrack saved my life.


Borderline Personality Disorder


I live with Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD), a complex mental illness that affects nearly 1 per cent of the population. Your initial reaction is probably: ‘One per cent? That’s quite niche, you mental health hipster.’ But that’s a minimum of 670,000 people in the UK alone. A population bigger than the city of Glasgow. Every time you get on a crowded train, there are probably four or five of us on there with you.


When you have BPD, you have one job to do, every single day. Don’t – whatever you do – die.


15 per cent of people with BPD die by suicide, and 40 per cent try. I’m already in the 40 per cent. My job is to keep out of the 15 per cent. It’s so common for people with BPD to take their own lives that it’s the only mental health problem that lists suicide as a symptom.


But that’s not the only way it fucks with you.


You know how, on DVDs, you sometimes get the director’s commentary? My brain with BPD is like that, except the director hates the film. HATES it. It’s as though it’s the worst thing they’ve ever done, and they’re being forced to watch it over and over and over and over again for ever. I live with my BPD providing a running commentary of my life, and hating every second of it. But not only that – every moment this commentary is trying to convince me to turn the volume up too high, too low, make the contrast weird, turn on Russian subtitles, throw the remote control through the window and, eventually, eject the DVD way before the film is over.


The nine symptoms of BPD as described in The American Psychiatric Association’s The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition are: an unclear or shifting sense of self; impulsive and self-destructive behaviour; fear of abandonment; feelings of suicide and self-harm; extreme emotional swings; unstable relationships; explosive anger; chronic feelings of emptiness; and paranoia and dissociation. Between them, on an hourly basis, they continuously find a way to fuck up my life.


When I say ‘a voice in my head’, you might be imagining disembodied voices telling me to do this stuff but it’s not that. What’s so terrifying is that it’s my voice. The same one that tells me I’m hungry, or I need a wee, or not to take off my trousers in public. That one. It’s that voice that tells me to kill myself. Which is terrifying, because I believe my voice and I think they’re my ideas. So I’ve made the decision that some of those ideas, the self-destructive ones, those are the other guy, doing the most scarily accurate impression of me there can be.


I have learnt to survive every day by dissociating from my BPD. I call it Mick, as in Jagger, because in my mind’s eye he looks like those gigantic lips in the Rolling Stones’ logo. Mick is just a massive mouth that lives in my head and comes up with lots of different reasons for me to kill myself. By doing this, I have learnt to detach myself from the awful things he tells me I am, and the even worse things he tells me to do.


It’s exhausting to constantly find a way of differentiating between the things that I’m actually thinking, and the things that he’s telling me.


And for most of my life I was unable to do it.


I remember the exact day that my BPD properly woke up inside my head. I was 27 and somebody told me that I had to live with the consequences of the worst thing I’d ever done. (There’ll be more about this later.) I now know Mick had been lurking there without me realising for years. I had gone from being in the final three to play Harry Potter at 11 years old, to the youngest British Champion magician in history at 15 years old, to being a regular in a nationwide TV series at 20. But as my life fell apart, and my undiagnosed BPD came to the fore, by the time I was 24 I was a suicidal drug addict. It was a long slow process of recovery.


I’m 34 now, and this year I’ll celebrate being ten years clean and seven years sober. I live with the love of my life and have learned to talk openly about my illness.


Three years ago I decided to start speaking about my broken brain in public, because I realised I’d spent my whole life lying about it. I had kept trying to fix myself, but everything I did seemed to make it worse. I had tried various extreme ways of getting away from the person I really was.


I was a drug addict. People told me to stop taking drugs, so I did. I started drinking. People told me to stop drinking, so I did. But it still got worse. I found new things to take. I started trying to kill myself. And people weren’t big fans of me doing that, either.


The reason I started talking about my brain in public was because I’d run out of fucking options. I had tried to fix myself by doing everything people had told me to do, but after I’d exhausted all of those suggestions I still wanted to kill myself. So I needed to find a way to live with wanting to die.


I needed to find a solution that meant I wasn’t the only one who knew what was going on. So, I told my family. I told my friends. I told strangers online. And now I’m telling you.


I had got to a place where I felt like nothing would keep me alive, but telling people, talking about it, has.


But Why Are You Telling Us in a Book, Joe?


I have spent the last three years being absolutely honest and open online about what happens in my head. And I have heard thousands of times that it means other people feel a little more able to be honest and open about what is happening in their heads. I wanted to write a book because it’s a place where I can be honest and open in a different way – with more nuance, more detail and more time to explain than a two-minute video. I think that the more honest I am, the bigger a space I open up, the more conversations happen in it. Because of this honesty, I often find myself out of tune with the general public discussion on mental health, where it seems it’s OK to open up about mental illness but only the fluffy end of things. Go for a walk, take up a hobby. Fine, tried that, still want to kill myself. Now what? I have full sleeve tattoos to cover up the scars on both my arms. I don’t think what was missing was some mindful colouring and remembering to drink more water.


Throughout this book, I really want to guard against cheap narratives of redemption and being fixed. Even the act of writing a book implies that you’re out of the shit, and somewhere stable, looking back at it. Somewhere at least stable enough to put a typewriter and one of those big piles of blank paper. But the truth is I’m still right there in the shit. Writing this book has been as chaotic, difficult and fraught as anything I’ve ever done. What you’re reading here had to be dragged into the world, with Mick telling me that every single word, sentence and chapter was shit and would make everyone I love hate me and strangers walk up to me in the street and punch me in the face.


I have written this book to save my own life. Because I had run out of options. I had done everything else and I still thought about killing myself every day. But if there is even the smallest chance that me telling you how I live with me helps you live with you, and opens up a space for you to be more honest about your mental health, it will have been worth it.


If there is a chance that one person is more likely to have a conversation that stops someone killing themself because of anything I’ve ever done, I have to take it – even though to do this properly I’ve had to tell you what I’ve done, and I really don’t want to do that. Up to now, I’m the only person that’s seen my whole life, so I’m the only one that knows quite how much of a twat I’ve been.


I’m scared. Terrified, really. I’m scared of what you’ll think of me, because even though I don’t know you, I don’t want to disappoint you, and I am desperate to be liked by EVERYBODY AT ALL TIMES. (Seriously. If I’m in a shop and I think the person on the till doesn’t like me, I will spend the rest of that day thinking I’ve ruined their afternoon, then worrying and wondering about how I could’ve been a better customer.)


There are things I am writing here that I haven’t yet told the most important people in my life and I’m terrified about what will happen when they read them. And I really need you to finish the book if you start it. Because if you stop reading at a certain point, I’m going to look like a complete arsehole.


But if I tell you everything, all that bad stuff won’t just belong to me. I’ve found it easier to live with myself publicly taking the piss out of my illness than I did publicly lying about it. So I figure, a book taking the piss out of my illness – all those printed words – will work even better because I can give them to you and then it’s not just mine any more. This is not wisdom handed down from on high.


In showing you what the world looks like to someone who is constantly teetering on the edge of their symptoms, I just hope you’ll get something that might help you as you try and understand what’s happening in your head, or the head of someone else in your life. (Plus, for you, a happy bonus is that me recounting some of the shit that’s happened to me is likely going to be no-strings-attached entertaining.)


One thing I want to make absolutely clear: this is my story. I don’t pretend to be an expert and I certainly don’t want anyone to view anything in this book as life advice.


My addiction. My life. My suicidal thoughts. My BPD. I can’t talk about anyone else; I’ve only ever been me. I’m not speaking for the BPD community (if that’s a thing); that’s a responsibility I’m not qualified for. I’m not speaking for others. I can’t. I find it hard enough speaking for me.


But by being as honest as I can be, I want to open up a space for you to be honest too, and not worry if it doesn’t fit into those neat narratives of fluffy mental health. If nothing else, I hope that this book is a useful record of mistakes to avoid. I hope you’ll find something here that makes you feel less alone and more able to talk to someone about what’s going on in your head, or think about what’s going on in someone else’s.


I’ve spent a big chunk of my adult life trying to work out where the edges of my symptoms end and I begin, the borderline between me and Mick, and at those edges, I think I’ve come up against some important things that we all feel. There are ten things I hate about me – and nine of them are him.




Ten Things You Should Know about Mick




	Each one of the nine symptoms of BPD doesn’t happen separately, as the different chapters of this book might suggest. They all occur together in one huge churning mass of tangled shit. But I took the position that One Huge Churning Mass of Tangled Shit I Hate About Me was a less catchy title.


	As mentioned, the nine diagnostic criteria are from The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (which I’m sure we can all agree is the best edition). If you look up BPD on the internet you’ll see similar but slightly different descriptions in different places. I am not using a US definition (just) because I am a transatlantic poser, but because it was this list of symptoms I first came across when I was diagnosed and it was this list that I went through with confusion.


	As I describe my life with Mick/BPD, I’m going to try and remember what it felt like at the time because I feel that it’s important to be honest. I only received a diagnosis when I was 27 years old, and started to think of my BPD as Mick when I was 29 years old. But, as I look back now, I can see him whispering long before I knew how to recognise his voice. So ‘now-Joe’ will sometimes refer to Mick, even when ‘then-Joe’ hasn’t yet met him properly. If you find it confusing, join the club.


	Mick. Is. My. Thoughts. I’m going to talk about me and Mick being separate people, but the reality is I don’t have an actual conversation happening in my head, and I only think in one voice: mine. Although I know I wouldn’t have done the majority of the bad things in my past if I didn’t have a broken brain, I still take absolute responsibility for my actions. Mental illness is not an excuse for bad behaviour, but it can be an explanation of sorts. The shit game show I have to play every day is working out whether the thought I just had was one of mine, or one of Mick’s. If I win, I get tomorrow. If I lose, literal death. It’s like being on The Chase if Bradley Walsh had a knife.


	Mick is something that works for me and I could never and would never suggest it for anybody else. Dissociative states are not encouraged in the mental health community and with good reason, as they’re not a healthy mindset to be in. There are a lot of people who I can imagine finding any positive representation of themselves as potentially harmful. I’ve not said this is a long-term approach for me and I’ve not said that the dissociation doesn’t come with major risks to my wellbeing, like constant suicidal thoughts. It’s a trade-off I’ve decided I can accept at this point but that’s only my trade-off to make.


	Mick is a real thing to me; you just can’t see him. I’m not doing this for attention. I’m not making him up. People have this notion that people like me are pretending to be depressed, which is bollocks. I’m not pretending to be sad; I’m pretending to be OK.


	BPD doesn’t make you mean or angry. I am, by nature, not an arsehole. But I have done many arseholey things. Most people with BPD are inherently kind; I’ve just got a broken brain combined with trauma and invalidation. A lot of people have the impression that BPD makes people evil, just because those who lash out are the loud-est. Well, hi, I’m me, and I don’t like hurting people, but it kept happening and I thought I’d never stop. (I have stopped. If you’re like me and think you can’t stop doing awful things, I’ve gone from doing seven awful things a week, to no awful things in four years. Please don’t stop reading the book.)


	Mick living in my head is not a choice. Given the opportunity, I would, obviously, decline having a terrorist that tells me to kill myself living in my brain, but here we are. I can’t choose how Mick makes me feel, but I can choose what I do while I’m feeling it.


	Mick can make it really hard to maintain relationships. Because I am so emotionally sensitive, I can often overreact to things that friends or family do or say. This then makes me behave in a way that doesn’t help anybody. I don’t generally do this to people nowadays, but it still happens inside my head which is, frankly, shit. But years ago it was always unintentionally targeted at the people I love, which was, for want of a better phrase, shit.


	When I was diagnosed with Mick, I was actually relieved, because I thought I was the only person in the world that could be this insane, but it turns out there are so many other people like me, they’ve written books about it. That probably didn’t need pointing out given that you’re holding one.







A Brief Interlude on Suicide


Writing this book was in many ways a very bad idea. When you have a voice in your head looking for arguments to convince you to kill yourself, going back through the worst things you’ve done and writing them down is an understandably fraught process.


But I kept going.


Whenever it has been hard reliving the things from my past that make me feel terrible about myself, that make me feel more likely to kill myself, it has been the thought that this book might make a certain sort of conversation a bit more likely to happen.


‘Hello, how are you?’


‘Fine, how are you?’


That, in the main, is about as far as checking in goes for most of us. An entire society of people pretending to the waiter that the meal was nice.


So much of the problem is that we don’t ask, we don’t tell, we don’t get to a place where we explicitly say to someone not to kill themselves because we don’t even do the first bit of the conversation that gets us to that place.


Why don’t we talk about this stuff? I reckon a big part is the potential for social awkwardness? What if they think we’re weird for oversharing? What if they think we’re weird for asking?


What if it’s embarrassing?


Well, fuck that.


We need to talk about this stuff. Because as a society we need to get much better at having conversations about suicide before someone has done it.


If someone is not quite in that place and it gets a bit awkward, we need to suck it up.


Their life is worth more than our embarrassment.


And if you’re reading this and have ever felt like you want to kill yourself or are even feeling like that now:


Wait for a bit.


That’s my key to those feelings that make you want to do something that’s very hard to undo.


Wait for a bit.


It will never look good on an inspirational poster. Tattooists don’t constantly get asked to put ‘Wait for a bit’ in Chinese characters. But it’s been the key for me.


And though I can only tell you what has worked for me, every time I’ve felt suicidal, I’ve waited for a bit and the thoughts have died down a little and then I haven’t killed myself. We know that it can be the smallest things that prevent a suicide. The train someone planned to jump in front of was cancelled and it was too cold to wait for the next one, so they went home. Such are the little things that can save a life, but the problem is that such are the succession of mundane things that only need to happen once.


Wait for a bit. And while it might not stop you feeling that way again, it will give you an opportunity to find out about other feelings.


If you wait a bit, another feeling will come along. I’m not going to pretend it’s going to be a good one straight away. But it will be a different one. And if you wait for a bit more, another one might come along, and if you wait long enough, the likelihood of one of them being a better one goes up.


Whereas if you do it. That’s it. You won’t be around to see the nicer life you think everyone will have without you. You won’t get to enjoy not being you. You just won’t be. The maths on that is 100 per cent certain. There will never be another feeling.


Imagine all of the people who will ever read this sentence. None of us want you to do it. Every single time someone gets to this part of the book, they don’t want you to do it. We would rather have you in the world. Because with you in the world, there’s always the chance of something else happening.


I know it’s hard to hold on when you feel hopeless. But try and remember the word hopeless doesn’t actually mean no hope. It means less hope. You might have less hope than you’ve had in the past, but you’ve only got no hope when you’re dead, which you’re not.


Please.


Wait for a bit.





Chapter One



Unclear Sense of Self


Markedly and persistently unstable
self-image or sense of self


You probably think you have a bit of a shifting or unstable sense of self. You hear it all the time. People have a work and home self. They’re a totally different person when they’re out with the lads. Or they have their talking to the minicab driver or plumber voice, which is different to the way they talk to their boss, which is different again to the way they talk to their nan. Humans mirror each other in all sorts of ways, taking on accents, patterns of speech and behaviour as a way of making other people feel more comfortable.


People shift over time too – the drum and bass DJ at college becomes a corporate lawyer. Or like the kid I knew at drama school who had a voice like Stevie Wonder and could dance like Anton Du Beke and is now blissfully happy selling carpets out of a van.


We are constantly told that an ability to grow, to change ourselves, is good – positive even. But the sort of unclear sense of self I’m talking about here is very different.


It’s terrifying.


Imagine being so unsure of who you are that you can’t predict what you might do in the future because you’ve never felt like the same person for long enough to be able to guess. So, planning for the future? Impossible. For as long as I can remember I haven’t bothered with long-term planning at all because I’ve always just assumed I’ll be dead by then. The idea of booking a holiday for next year? Insane. Even someone asking me if I want to go for a meal in a fortnight will genuinely panic me. Will I want a pizza? How the fuck do you know?! I’ll lose sleep over the idea that this is such a simple thing everyone else can do – take all their past experiences and effortlessly fire them forwards in time in a neat person-shaped thing that is them. I have never done a big shop because the thought of knowing what you will need over that amount of time feels impossible.


It also works in reverse, looking back at the past. Every time I feel good, Mick tells me that this is the best I will ever feel and everything is downhill from here. Every time I look at something I’ve done, it feels as if it was done by someone else. There are weeks of television I am in that I don’t remember making and can’t understand how I did. It’s genuinely someone else. Videos, photos, memories. My past doesn’t ever feel like my past, like some stable foundation I can build upon. I can’t imagine having done those things because it was someone else.


When I try and think of myself, it’s the emotional equivalent of those mirrors you come up to in a funhouse: in this one I’m really tall; I’m all wavy in this one; here I’m two feet tall. I can walk into a room feeling tall and curly, but as soon as I’m in front of people, I’m the two-foot tall me. All these mirror people are sort of me, but the perspectives have fundamentally shifted.


The thing about Mick is that he has the full resources of everything I’ve ever thought and felt to make me feel like I don’t belong in the same room as actual people.


In every room I walk into, I feel like I’m the only person there who’s like me. Like we’re all at a party with a strict dress code and I’m naked and covered in red paint, but everybody’s too polite to bring it up. My body doesn’t feel like it’s mine. Every move I make feels unnatural and is narrated back to me by a voice in my head. ‘You’ve shifted your arm a bit there, where’s the hand going? Seriously, make a decision on the hand. EVERYBODY’S LOOKING AT YOUR HAND.’ I can’t imagine what life must feel like just … walking around. Doing stuff. Getting on with things. I want to stop people and ask them, ‘How are you so normal?’


Even though I’ve put years of effort into learning coping mechanisms to counteract this overwhelming thought process, Mick shares my brain, so he knows what I’m going to think. I’m like a football manager with a tactics board to get me through the day, but he keeps getting to it first and drawing cocks all over it.


I know on one level that my everyday life problems are no more complicated than anyone else’s. But they feel like they are. Imagine flat-pack furniture instructions except they are written in hieroglyphics.


Having a consistent sense of self – knowing who you are – is like being a letter with the right address on the front that gets delivered on time to the right place and when the envelope is opened up, there’s a letter inside addressed to the person who lives there.


I’m a parcel with the wrong address on it, stuck in customs and nobody is coming to collect me because the name doesn’t belong to a real person. And even if someone did open it, instead of a letter inside there’d just be a massive shit.


A Rose by Any Other Name


First things first. My name is not actually Joe Tracini. Bloody confusing that, given it’s there in big type on the front cover, but here we are.


My real name is Joe Pasquale Junior. Being a Junior is normally associated with being a famous person, not the child of a famous person. Hands up if you’re a massive fan of Sammy Davis or Robert Downey? But if you’ve got a famous dad who you’re named after, and, at some point, you decide you want to have a career in the public eye, you’re going to face a decision.


I am the son of the comedian Joe Pasquale (and my mum, Debbie, but that’s less confusing name-wise).


I constantly wonder how much of a boring baby you have to be for your parents to have spent nine months thinking of names and then, when you arrive, they look at you and don’t see a Geoff, or a Frank, or a Colin, but instead use the only boy’s name 100 per cent already in use!


To make matters worse, my grandad is called Joe. My grandad’s dad was called Joe. My grandad’s parrot is called Joe-Joe – four Joes, one parrot. (Not the sordid sequel to 2 Girls, 1 Cup that you think it is. If you know, you know; if you don’t, please don’t google. I mean it.)


We’ll come to the moment Joe Tracini was born, but first I have to set the scene.


So there I am, Joe Pasquale, son of Joe Pasquale, grandson to Joe Pasquale … basically if you wanted to signal to someone they were going to have a life spent grappling with their sense of self, this is an excellent way to do that.


I am four years old and I want desperately to be my dad. My very first memory is of Stevie Wonder. It is my fourth birthday. Stevie didn’t make a personal appearance or anything … I’m not that showbiz. Dad used to do a routine about seeing Stevie Wonder in concert where he’d recreate the moment using a puppet and I wanted that puppet so much. So my first memory really is wanting to be my dad on stage.


My dad’s act used lots of props and so there was a constant recirculation, as spare props were stored in my room before being called into circulation if the original broke. From my point of view, this led to a thrilling interplay between me, the toys in my room and the adult world. From my dad’s – tax-deductible toys!


I was aware from a very early age that Dad did a job other dads didn’t do but I didn’t see it as something special. He may as well have been a plumber like other kids’ dads, the only difference is my dad did his plumbing in a big room with hundreds of people watching him do it. I thought everyone lived like we did.


Growing up, he would often do summer season and I would tag along with him. Aged five I would do a few minutes at the end of the show reciting a comedy recap of the material all the different acts had done that evening. It was a cute little novelty bit.


I can’t really remember a time I didn’t want to perform, but now I think I still wasn’t really distinguishing performing from being Dad, so that’s the shape my performances took. I was literally a tiny him.


A big feature of my childhood was that I was mostly around adults and they would treat me like another adult, because I was always acting like one. But I had no hope of understanding what was going on.


For example, one of the guys from a show once sat me down and seriously explained to me that I needed to work out an act for myself if I wanted to get anywhere in this business. ‘Start writing your own stuff, Joe.’ I was six.


School’s Out


Alongside being part of the adult world, there was school.


I was very aware that I was different from other kids from a very early age. In the other world – at work, if you like – I had been treated like an adult from the start. Surrounded by adults, spoken to like an adult, never patronised. At primary school, I noticed that the tall grown-up people there didn’t speak to me the way the tall grown-up people at work did. And I wasn’t supposed to talk to them like I did at work, either.


So then I tried talking to the other little people at school the way I spoke to the adults at work, and that failed as well. I had one way of conversing, as an adult to an adult, and that wasn’t working. You can get past that if you’re good at the things that school life values, like kicking a ball or running or being good at maths or writing. I was good at none of those things and had little interest in them.


So the kids at school made my life awful. And I never told anybody about it, because that’s not what you’re meant to do. Not telling anyone about this stuff survives to this day, making it hard to bring it up now, and immediately bringing back those feelings of not being believed.


I got on with the dinner ladies. They were grown-ups but, when I spoke to them like an adult, they objected less than the teachers did because they didn’t see it as evidence of disrespect. But lunch break was only an hour long. (And even then I knew an act specifically for dinner ladies was too niche.)


I got on better with girls than boys so would gravitate towards them. The boys wouldn’t physically harm you when you were with the girls. So the girls would rehearse their Spice Girls routines and I would join in because I like performing and I liked being with the girls because they didn’t physically harm you. The downside, however, was that the boys would see me doing Spice Girls dance routines and physically harm me more than usual because I was a boy doing Spice Girls dance routines.


There was no way of winning. I just accepted that, away from the dinner ladies, my school life equalled physical harm, the threat of physical harm and the Spice Girls. (To this day, a Spice Girl song coming on the radio brings me out in a cold sweat.)


If you’d asked me then, I wouldn’t have known I was lonely. But looking back now, I absolutely was. At the time, I just thought this was something we all do on our own.


One memory that stands out happened on a no-uniform day when all the kids said they would turn up wearing football kits.


I had no interest in football so didn’t own a football kit, but here was an easy-to-read thing that would make me fit in or make me stand out less. I told Mum I needed a football kit, so off to the sports shop we went. The assistant asked which team I supported and I said I didn’t, but I liked the colour red, so a Liverpool kit was chosen. ‘Kit’ is not an understatement. Shirt, shorts, socks, shinpads, shoes, the lot was bought. They even put ‘Pasquale’ on the back of the shirt. I was over the moon. I loved it.


I was so excited to go to school the next day in my full Liverpool kit. When I got there, all of them were in Chelsea kits. I didn’t know football but I knew this was a problem. Four kids in Chelsea kits dragged me over to a big patch of stinging nettles and threw me into them. I tried to get up and was kicked in the chest. I tried again and one boy flipped me over and ground my face into the nettles before they all walked off.


I lay there for a bit. I don’t remember getting up or going back to class or anything that happened for the following week after that. I would like to have a time machine to watch what actually happened because my main question is why didn’t something happen? The fact I have no significant memories of action being taken suggests it wasn’t. There’s no way it wasn’t noticed, after all.


This is a major feeling I associate with growing up: my inability to fit in even when I tried. I understood things were significant but not their context, which meant I’d fail and end up doing the same thing as everyone else but in a different enough way that I just stuck out even more. I knew football kits were important to fit in but didn’t think to consider whether the type of football kit mattered. Like noticing that everyone around you drinks some kind of clear liquid and drinking bleach.


Or imagine that you notice how things are connected but not really their causality. Like thinking that umbrellas cause rain or that people drink pints of beer to soothe their throats because they’ve been loud. I thought wearing the football kit would cause the feeling of belonging I was looking for.


I remember never seeing the red kit again but a blue one turned up. It breaks my heart to think of us all trying our best to work out what offering the gods wanted from us.


Eventually I was moved to a private school, which my parents thought would be a better environment for me. (Spoiler alert: it fucking wasn’t.)


I mean, there were fewer nettle-based punishment beatings but that was about it.


Don’t get me wrong, I loved the idea of a private school. I get to wear a suit? Brilliant. Ties? Yes, please. I get to carry a briefcase? Don’t mind if I do! And if I work extra hard I get a special tie? Where do I sign up?


But the bullying carried on where it had left off from primary school. Different faces, different uniforms but the same routine, only worse. Everyone would join in, except for a short, fat kid named Billy Thompson. I noticed that if I wasn’t around to beat up, Billy would get it instead. There were two of us at the bottom of the pecking order and it was the closest I had to a friend in school because we had the beating up in common. But when I was around, he would be spared the beating up because it was my turn.


One day, I saw a group of kids shoving Billy around from one to another. A kid called Ivan shouted ‘Oi, Billy, Joe just called your mum a chicken tikka masala.’


Several things should be noted at this point:


1)	I hadn’t called his mum anything.


2)	Billy was white and so, presumably, was his mum.
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