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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.
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