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			About the Author

			In the very week, November 2024, that I agreed, nay demanded, to write a short but sexy paragraph about myself for the jacket of this book, I did a gig in East London with Taskmaster Series 16 winner Sam Campbell. Sam’s set that night included an unbelievably specific and yet, for me, agonisingly relevant rant about why autobiographies still need to have mini autobiographies on the jacket as well. ‘Is the book not ENOUGH?’ he yelled, and the crowd roared with laughter, and at the back of the room I winced and wondered how this Australian lunatic had once more managed to hone in so accurately on my freshest insecurities. Anyway, I’m Taskmaster Series 15 loser Ivo Graham, and everything you need to know is in the book.
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			Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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			In this our first piece, the artist leaves the viewer to decide which of the three characters is beckoning the other(s), but one thing is for sure: books are involved. A literary yet playful tone is immediately established.
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			‘I wundure were the story will tok use. I do not kno.’ A piercing reflection of the uncertainty we all may feel at this point in the book, and in life in general, regardless of the size of our ears.

		

	
		
			

			Introduction

			Caveat Town
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			And you may ask yourself, how did I get here?

			1990: Ivo is born

			1991: Ivo starts to laugh

			1992: Ivo’s sister is born

			1993: Ivo starts to seek attention

			1994: Ivo moves to near Swindon

			1995: Ivo’s brother is born

			1996: Ivo starts to make jokes

			1997: Ivo starts to annoy his family

			1998: Ivo goes to boarding school (1)

			

			1999: Ivo starts supporting Swindon Town

			2000: Ivo watches first Swindon Town relegation

			2001: Ivo moves to Australia for two years

			2002: Ivo does first long-­distance run

			2003: Ivo goes to first music gig (Linkin Park)

			2004: Ivo goes to boarding school (2)

			2005: Ivo watches first comedy gig (Bill Bailey)

			2006: Ivo watches second Swindon Town relegation

			2007: Ivo impresses university tutors at interview

			2008: Ivo disappoints university tutors by starting stand-­up

			2009: Ivo wins ‘So You Think You’re Funny?’ competition

			2010: Ivo watches first Alex Horne gig (Odds)

			2011: Ivo watches third Swindon Town relegation

			2012: Ivo graduates with no plan

			2013: Ivo does first Edinburgh hour

			2014: Ivo gets a girlfriend

			2015: Ivo moves in with girlfriend

			2016: Ivo does first marathon

			2017: Ivo watches fourth Swindon Town relegation

			2018: Ivo makes a lot of commitments

			2019: Ivo’s daughter is born

			2020: Ivo does a lot of Zoom gigs

			2021: Ivo watches fifth Swindon Town relegation

			2022: Ivo bids a great man goodbye

			2023: Ivo appears on Alex Horne’s Taskmaster

			2024: Ivo writes this book

			2025: Ivo’s book is published. This is that book. Here we go.

			 

			When, in spring 2023, shortly after the first broadcast of Taskmaster Series 15, a friendly opportunist called Richard Roper bought me lunch in a Farringdon brasserie and asked if I’d like to write a book, I felt fairly sure that yes, I would. The world did not, and does not, demand this book. If people wanted to read several hundred pages of a posh man shrouding his shortcomings in needlessly long words, Boris Johnson’s memoir would be in shops soon enough, and greatly reduced in price not long after. But sure, if my own boarding-­school blather had even the most fleeting commercial cachet, then I would be honoured and intrigued to bang out a book’s worth of blather by Christmas 2024. Or, as it turned out, by May 2025. Deadlines are not my strong suit.

			

			But what would the blather be about? On the one hand, this book has emerged (eventually) in the vague shape that all parties would have most expected it to be, and most liked it to be, from the moment of its first commission: a series of autobiographical essays, a story of a life, my life, my truth, and it is nearly all truth, albeit with some elegant and obvious omissions. But it is not a ‘life story’, 1990–­present, even if the timeline overleaf gives you most of the key beats. Quite aside from the ego required, even on commission, to write one’s life story at age thirty-four, I’d feel incapable of doing so right now, because not only do I not know how it ends, none of us know how our stories end, truthfully I don’t even really know where it’s going now. I am at a crossroads between a lot of different lives.

			Though there’s sometimes not much evidence of this in my performance, I have been doing stand-­up comedy for fifteen years, aka my whole adult life, and for most of those fifteen years I’ve gone up to spend the month of August at the Edinburgh Fringe. For anyone trying to make a real long-­term go of ‘this comedy malarkey’, as my parents’ friends will forever call it, those sleepless Scottish summers swiftly become not just progress reports on one’s joke writing and mic technique but also progress reports on one’s life. I have pretty much always done stand-­up about my life, my domestic situation and its most pressing concerns, since the earliest routines on drinking games and driving lessons with which I entered the Chortle ‘Student Comedian of the Year 2009’ (first round exit, Kingston heat). For context, but also undeniably for my own self-­indulgent pleasure, I have dedicated a chapter later in this book to summarising my Edinburgh shows over the years. You can see the consistency/unoriginality (delete as applicable) of the pattern that is established, how my fearless commitment to truth/shameless lack of imagination (delete as applicable) led to me filling the shows with my personal life, and my personal life expanding to fill them. How long could this pattern last?

			

			In 2019, I became a parent, and my world changed, and then in 2020, there was a pandemic, and everybody’s world changed. People were forced to hit pause and take stock, whether they liked it or not. Conveniently enough, I was already doing so. And how lucky I was to be able to spend that time taking stock, rather than, for example, home-­schooling teenagers, doing hospital shifts in cut-­price PPE, or driving blind down the blurry byways of County Durham. I will try and check these kind of privileges where possible in the book, making the ones I fail to check all the more glaring by comparison.

			If you find privilege-­checking a bit of a virtuous speed bump in life, well, apologies that you’ll have to skirt over it here and there, and perhaps you can try and tempt me to throw off the shackles in a more private environment some other time. Meanwhile, if you find privilege itself disgusting, well, of course I respect that, but I’m afraid you really have been bought, or somehow have bought yourself, one of the worst possible books on that front. This book isn’t about my time at Eton 2004–8, or my time at Oxford 2008–12, or my time as a white man (formerly white boy) 1990–present, but all those things do occasionally come up.

			

			So what does come up?

			Well, parenthood and the pandemic 2019–21 was a hell of a double bill, but they’re not so much the subject of this book as the two major things that happened in my life the following year, in 2022.

			The first of the two – my being booked for Series 15 of Taskmaster – was a significant factor in my getting to write the book at all. If you’re not familiar with Taskmaster, and I suspect I really am directly addressing just a couple of my parents’ friends here, it’s a now globally franchised light entertainment show in which contestants are set unusual challenges under timed conditions, with hilariously resourceful or catastrophic results. My results? Mostly catastrophic. Despite this, I am so proud to have taken part in the show, and now to be part of the vast expanded universe of old Taskmaster contestants chewing over their contests, desperate to eke out that joyous experience just a little longer. And my experience was joyous, even if it was also characterised by pretty constant panic, embarrassment, and so many shots of me with my head in my hands that people on the internet made compilation videos of them. I didn’t love watching those videos back. You might be able to picture what I looked like watching them.

			The book is called Yardsticks For Failure because that is how I described myself (or rather, begged not to be described) at one point on Taskmaster. This was not a phrase I had used before, or planned to sneak in deliberately at some point, but one that occurred completely organically from the mental state I had lathered myself into on the show, where I messed up or was actively disqualified from nearly every task, and came last by a significant distance. A year later, when bouncing potential titles around with Richard, and now his colleague Yvonne at Headline, Yardsticks For Failure was a clear favourite. A neck-­sprainingly overt nod to the Taskmaster-­gorging base, sure, but also a very truthful reflection of how I see most of my various performances in life, as blunders against the clock, as noble aims let down by chaotic execution, as books about lateness that themselves end up being late.

			

			I am certainly too quick to embrace this self-­deprecating and self-­fulfilling prophecy of defeat, and who knows what part of my personal history is most accountable for that. It would be easy to blame the repressed trauma of boarding school – and in my father’s day, of course, the yardstick would have been used not just to measure the failures but to punish them – but I think that’s an overly convenient diagnosis, and not one I am currently too inclined to explore in a book. Instead, I thought, the story could detail the various professional challenges I was trying to juggle, post-­Taskmaster, in the hope that whether they came off or didn’t, it would make for a merry ride either way. The title came from Frankie Boyle, who had become a very paternal figure to me on the show, with a blend of soothing pride and searing putdowns not unlike that of my actual father. In the last of the ten episodes we filmed in that whirlwind week at Pinewood Studios, Frankie had softened the blow of my latest psychological collapse by suggesting that a yardstick for failure could be my own personal merchandise. And now, in some ways, it is! Thanks, Frankie!

			Unfortunately, though the Taskmaster records at Pinewood Studios in September 2022 were all set to be the most exciting week of my career, they were quite overshadowed by something that happened earlier that month. I got a call from my best friend on a Monday morning, surprisingly early for a call, I remember thinking to myself, and her voice cracked, like she was playing a trick she hadn’t quite committed to, as she told me some devastating news, news that, two years on, we’re all still struggling to accept as real. It’s the kind of news, and the kind of story, that you have to be careful with, and I have tried to be, because however much it’s affecting you, there are other people it affects an immeasurable amount more. In some ways, my reality changed completely that day: in others, it didn’t change all that much. I still bumbled off to film Taskmaster a fortnight later, and bumbled back to the Fringe a year later, and continued ostensibly to bumble through my already messy life in the same erratic fashion as before. But the legacy of that phone call has informed so many aspects of the last two years, and will continue to inform me and inspire me long into the future. I know that all the other people who got that phone call feel the same, and I am proud to share this journey with them, and this book is largely about that journey, and they were the first people to be sent a copy.

			

			Most of this book is about my family and my friends, the people I love most in the world and to whom I owe so much. I refer to eleven people as a ‘best friend’: it’s a big number, and not a neat number, but these are my best friends, and there were twelve, and now there aren’t. The word ‘legend’ is used more than once: I love the word, and using it to describe the people I love, and I am delighted to play any part in reclaiming it from the clutches of rugby lads, though I love many of those legends too. I’ve talked round most of the legends’ names in this introduction, but I’ve included most of them for the rest of the book. I checked this with the majority of the legends, and they seemed broadly happy about it, and thinking about how to paint the best picture of my favourite people in sometimes just a few words was one of my favourite parts of the process. If you don’t want to pause for every one of these sentimental sketches, then do please press on in pursuit of the proper prize: the overarching narrative. If a certain name is going to be coming up a lot in the book, I’ve tried to telegraph that. If it’s a posh name, I haven’t changed it: if anything, I was more likely to include it. If multiple people in the book have the same name, I’ve tried to sidestep or at least acknowledge that. Sure, it would be easier if all the characters had different names, and sure, it would be easier if there were just fewer characters, but, I repeat, you can pause or you can press on! Those are your options! These people mean a hell of a lot to me and I’ve given this a hell of a lot of thought!

			Some of the more unwieldy tangents have, of course, gone into footnotes, which have, undeniably, always been a big part of the ‘writing a book’ fantasy for me.* Again, you don’t have to read them, I mean obviously you don’t have to read any of it, just tell Bezos you loved it and chuck it in the bin, but I thought it was worth mentioning up top. One of the Core Principles I decided early on was that the footnotes, long or short, wouldn’t all be featured in the audiobook, so if you’re consuming this via audiobook, hello, I hope you’re enjoying these dulcet tones, just know that (1) I will raise my voice quite aggressively from time to time to make sure people don’t use the book to fall asleep, and (2) there are a few slices of detail here and there that you won’t get on the audio. I’m not saying that those slices – and all the pictures! – are immediately worth pausing to order a physical copy for, but if you do ever press pause at a wilfully ambiguous or offensive statement that you feel sure I ought to have offered a bit more clarification on, why not pop into your local bookshop next time you’re passing, wash your hands, dry them, prise the book delicately off the bestsellers shelf, and check if that ambiguity is cleared up in a footnote. And if it isn’t, well, you’re holding the book now, aren’t you? It’s probably just as easy to buy it as put it back.

			

			Though he’s not the friend to whom this book is dedicated, there’s another late great man for whom this introduction chapter is named, a director and dramaturg whose influence has loomed large over British comedy in recent years and will for many yet to come. His name was Adam Brace, and he was a brilliant and boisterous bear of a man whose brilliance and boisterousness I wish I’d pursued so much more than I did. He used to tell me off for spending too much time in ‘caveat town’ in my shows, and we would laugh and get drunk and resolve that he would help me fix this, and then I got another of those phone calls in April 2023, and now if I ever want to get out of caveat town, he’s not going to be there to help me.

			If a caveat is ‘a warning to consider something before doing anything more’, I guess a whole town of them would look like – well, I guess it would look like this book. A marathon of side-­quests and shout-­outs that should entitle anyone who finishes it to a medal. But that’s just it, I’m afraid: I love side-­quests, and I love shout-­outs, and I love marathons. And if you have finished the book, then please do email me to say so at ifinishedyardsticksforfailure@gmail.com, and I’ll send you a ten-question quiz about the book’s contents, and if you get nine out of ten, I’ll send you a medal. I really will. The medals have been made. It was difficult to decide how many to make.

			

			So, to wind up my friend Adam, here’s one final caveat, and it is an important one: that while Yardsticks For Failure is a pretty full account of the last couple of years of my life, there is one main, indeed the main bit of my life, that lurks in the shadows of the story without ever really taking centre stage. Becoming a father in February 2019 was the culmination of my young adult life, of all the domestic leaps and stumbles I’d spent a decade detailing at the Edinburgh Fringe, but it was also the start of a period, still ongoing, which I brush past only semi-­jokingly in this book with words like ‘freefall’ and ‘unravelling’. Bits of that story crop up here, but most don’t. That story is the most delicate and most unresolved bit of my life, and if I am ever to write a book about it then it needs to be after a fair bit more processing and pondering at my end.

			This book is about friendship and family, fluster and failure, running marathons and running clubnights and running late for trains, but it isn’t about parenthood, or romantic relationships, or the navigation of the two simultaneously, which goodness some people really do seem to manage better than others. May I say, then, in quite conveniently but quite deliberately the final caveat of this introduction, that I could fill many more books’ worth of blather with the adventures I have shared with my daughter over the last few years, and the feelings they have inspired. It is the most obvious truism about parenthood but still one that re-­occurs so relentlessly and exhaustingly along the way: that though raising a child can often feel like a pretty brutal yardstick for one’s own failures, it is also the key to the kinds of pride and joy that themselves way exceed whatever yardstick of pride or joy you were measuring with back in the simpler times.

			

			My daughter, who will be six by the time this book comes out, is yet to understand the full shambolic scale of my career, but she does now know that Daddy does ‘shows’ and she’s started to request quite insistently that I put her drawings in them. In the murky business of how much of one’s child’s life to share publicly, how cautious to be even if they’ve requested it or indeed especially if they’ve requested it, the drawings are my currently preferred compromise. The good news is, I adore my daughter’s drawings, and not just because they often occupy her for thirty or forty minutes at a time before the inevitable demand for a snack or a screen. I love the way she draws people, their faces and their clothes and more recently their eyelashes and hairstyles and jewellery. I love the stories the drawings tell, sometimes clear reflections of her recent artistic influences, or domestic concerns, sometimes from a dark recess of her imagination that I cannot hope to understand and that she sure as sugar isn’t going to bother explaining to me. Over the last few months in 2024, under the stewardship of Miss Derecourt and Miss Duncombe and the other heroes shaping many more hours of her educational life than I am, she’s been learning to write, so now some of the drawings have words too, titles or speech bubbles or just words, massive words with no connection to what’s going on in the picture. With a bit of guidance from her, and a fair bit of my own personal preference, a selection of her recent drawings populate this book, quick blasts of levity and mystery in between the gargantuan prose-­dumps of my reality. Edie, if you’re reading this one day, I hope you’re happy with the drawings we chose, and I hope you feel I’ve done justice to them and to you in this damn long paragraph at the end of this damn long introduction. I love you so so much.

			

			That’s it. The introduction is over. We’re up and running now. The next chapter is all about Taskmaster, thank God. Have an energy gel and get stuck in.

			

			
				
						
*

 There’s one comedian’s book from 2010 that wields an undeniably large influence in this field, so goodness knows what he’ll make of this if it crosses his path. But you didn’t invent footnotes, Ratko! Don’t put this baby in the Corner!



				

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Your Time Starts Now
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			Of the however many people that might have bought this book for a cousin or colleague, I’m flattering myself that as many as 10 per cent had long discussed with said cousin or colleague their hope, even their dream, that Ivo Graham might one day write a book. This would leave just 90 per cent as people who were panicking in Waterstones en route to their cousin’s/colleague’s birthday drinks, when this just happened to be the discounted comedy memoir nearest the till. But whether it’s destiny or disaster that’s brought me to your door, there’s a fairly strong chance it all comes back to the ten episodes in 2023 that I spent aboard the late-­night-­japes-­turned-­prime-­time-­juggernaut that is Alex Horne’s Taskmaster.

			May I hammer home some fanboy credentials upfront, please? Though I cannot boast, as LCD Soundsystem’s ‘Losing My Edge’ (more on that song later) might have it, ‘that I was there at the first Taskmaster live show at Edinburgh 2010’, I was already a simpering disciple of Little Alex Horne long before he laid his first golden Greg on the Dave channel in 2015. I was there at Odds†! I was there at Monsieur Butterfly‡! I was there when No More Jockeys was called No More Women§! I had everything before everyone!

			So then Taskmaster Series 1 came out in 2015, won by Josh Widdicombe, the curly-­haired charmer whose coat-­tails I’ve been riding since we braved the same bearpit of The Comedy Zone at the 2010 Fringe.¶ If I was on the slow coach to Taskmaster, Josh was on the bullet train, and his triumph in the inaugural season, and the inaugural Champion of Champions, is his story to tell, not mine. Needless to say, though, I think it’s exquisite that he got an actual tattoo of Greg Davies’s name on his foot, that he won the series with a point earned by counting beans on his own, and that when his daughter was born, the Taskmaster team sent her a letter (wax sealed, obvs) saying ‘Dear Anthea,** have the best life ever, your time starts now.’ I think you could trace everything that was immediately so iconic and gorgeous about the show to those three moments alone. And fourteen series later, I’d get to have some moments of my own.

			One of the pleasing things about Taskmaster’s steady march from digital curio to global superpower, as well as all the lovely Taskmaster’s we got to watch along the way, was that it filled aspiring comics with the hope that, should they keep making it indefinitely, most of us would get a go at some point. I just needed to prove my credentials in the field of having an instant breakdown at the slightest provocation. In spring 2021, presented with the simple task of logging into an Off Menu live stream from a hotel in Hull and taking a bit more mutually lucrative pod-­flak for my love of bananas and yoghurt, I instead revealed the name of my hotel on the stream. This set the Doubletree by Hilton’s switchboard ablaze with wind-­up callers, and, my spirit broken but still very much live on the internet, I offered a miserable white lie of apology to a very confused receptionist, a white lie which I’m proud to say has since been quoted at me in three different nightclub toilets: ‘unfortunately I’ve been the victim of a prank.’ Shortly afterwards, I was invited on Taskmaster.

			I was giddy with excitement and nerves from my very first introductory meeting with the show’s producers, two extremely kind and dedicated men who everyone calls ‘The Andys’ because, to be fair, they are both called Andy. I had lots and lots of questions to which their answers were mainly just ‘relax and don’t overthink it’, which only increased my certainty that they must have booked the wrong person by mistake. How could I not overthink it? Filming the show was by all accounts meant to be an utter joyride, and appearing on it seemed to be for most of its participants a life-­changing, and in most of the crudest metrics at least, a life-­improving venture. But it was also a Huge Deal. The footage from the five days spent doing the tasks,†† and then the five days chewing over them at Pinewood Studios, would be watched by more people than probably anything else I’d ever do. This was the big one. Don’t balls it up.

			Obviously I ballsed it up. Loads and loads of times. Let’s rattle through ten of them now.

			 

			IVO’S TOP TEN TASKMASTER REGRETS

			1. Grotesquely overstating the weight of a toilet roll (prize task, episode one)

			On a hot afternoon in July 2022, as my final day of task filming was coming to an end, I disembarked a barge, after a majestic river cruise which will not be featuring in this regrets list, and, before any end-­of-­an-­era sadness could kick in, was ceremoniously handed one of the great one-­page documents of my life. This document listed the ten categories for my ‘prize tasks’, listed in the usual font on the usual paper with the usual seal, for me to mull for two months before revealing my choices in September’s studio records. This is the one bit of the process the contestants can prep, and so, of course, I failed to do so. Obviously I thought about them constantly: my prize tasks were the mental screensavers of my summer, the thing that my mind would absently wander to while warming the bench at Swindon Supermarine, or dancing to Horse Meat Disco at a Dalmatian rave. But any final decisions were put off and put off until suddenly it was September and there were just a few days to go and I was navigating ten simultaneous maelstroms of indecision and not replying to quite a lot of texts from the producers.

			Though we wouldn’t know the order the prize tasks would be coming up until the week of the records, the first one I did lock in with producer Andy C happened to be the prize task selected for episode one: ‘the most dependable thing that weighs about 1kg’. It didn’t take long for me to nominate loo roll‡‡ as a dependable thing: I get a pathetic kick in my life from never being out of loo roll, always staying ahead of the game, proactively loading up on the product I am more certain than any other will get used, will be depended on. I’m a ‘Who Gives A Crap’ subscriber now, a sucker for the artful packaging, the environmental conscience, and the fact that, true story, the mother of one of the staff made a joke in 2006 about me having the strong wrists of a single man. Anyway, I suppose there’s a certain neatness to me now having indirectly purchased hundreds of pounds’ worth of tissue paper from her daughter.

			

			I lazily, unquestioningly Googled how much a loo roll weighs, and Wikipedia replied immediately: 250 grams. So a four-­pack = a kilogram. Perfect. The sweet four. Yeah, it did seem a bit heavy, but, uh, excuse me, Wikipedia says it, so it must be true! I don’t want to be too much of a fawning Wiki-­shill: I know that there are tiers of knowledge and certainty way beyond that which Jimmy Wales and his team are able to provide. It’s just that, since my final-­year university module on the Socialist Realist literature of the 1920s, I haven’t ever needed to know more about a topic than Wikipedia was able to provide. Jimmy might not know all that much about Nikolai Ostrovsky’s How the Steel Was Tempered, but he knows how much a loo roll weighs! I proposed the sweet four to producer Andy C, and it got a thumbs-up from him. Now as I write this, I wonder if Andy C, or anyone else on the team, knew the mistake I was making. Could they not have intervened? No, no. It’s not their job to intervene. Attenborough doesn’t intervene.

			Anyway, a couple of weeks later I was sat there, on Taskmaster, maybe the biggest job I will ever do, and the first sentence out of my mouth had been, through a combination of poshness and panic, so stilted that Greg Davies had already asked if I was OK. I was, in all sorts of ways, not OK, but this was a concern I’d have loved not to have had raised until, say, more than five minutes into the first record. Luckily, he then asked me what the most dependable thing that weighs a kilogram is, and so I could pump my confidence back up, with my indisputably excellent loo roll answer. I’d barely said the words ‘sweet four’, however, than Alex Horne was ­apologetically, almost pityingly, breaking the news, that a loo roll weighs a hundred grams, so the sweet four would, in fact, weigh less than half a kilo. My deep dive into one of the less divisive fields of human research – how much does a fucking loo roll weigh? – had seen me come out quite stupendously off the mark. A whole host of hideous explanations suggested themselves off the back of this: the loo rolls were much heavier at Eton, potentially, private school ply, or perhaps the posh twat’s never had to stoop to holding one himself, his anus pampered by a steady rotation of butlers and bidets since birth. Greg didn’t say any of this, and nor has anyone online as far as I’ve been able to scroll, but it was the furiously creative place my head went to immediately, much more creative than when I was actually thinking up the prize tasks in the first place. I had, in one fell swoop, claimed to love loo roll, and then revealed that I was in fact, if not totally unfamiliar with loo roll, then certainly not acquainted enough with its basic weight not to be misled by a glitch – and it must be a glitch – in the Wikipedia mainframe. I was awarded a single point out of five. Of course I was. I needed to bring in a kilo and I was about 600g short. An incredibly dense start to the series, and yet also: nowhere near dense enough.

			

			2. The botched bucket betrayal (live task, episode one)

			Having had my dubiously wiped arse handed to me with my prize task, we then proceeded to watch the first three of our pre-­recorded tasks back. These, in my case, involved doing a wedding dance to the song ‘Dizzy’ by The Wonder Stuff (two points out of five), unravelling and then re-­ravelling a ball of string (two points out of five), and finally, driving the barge, which to be fair did score me four points, even if I did also quite literally break the barge. The episode was then rounded off with the ‘live task’ of the five contestants throwing items into buckets in front of the studio audience. This was, in some ways, my dream task: not a sport in which I have any sort of specialist ability but in which I certainly do have a specialist interest, to the extent that I used to have a stand-­up routine about what a kick I get throwing things into other things from a distance. And what delightfully random projectiles beginning with B we were given to throw! I landed my baby head, didn’t quite land my book, then got things back on track with my brush. I was in the lead, with my main competitor being actor and philosopher Kiell Smith-­Bynoe.§§ It was at this point, however, that I chose violence.

			One of the central contradictions that keeps my life in such a busy loop of recrimination and regret is the fact that, for someone who broadly wants to be liked and not make a mess, I do make some pretty non-­standard decisions in the heat of the moment. Why did I decide to throw my fourth item – the ball – not into my bucket but straight at Kiell’s? Yes, it was a fantastic throw, come now, watch it back, in the midst of all those dainty lobs, witness the madman and his laser-­guided direct hit. But it was very early in the series to be turning on each other: it was day one, we’d barely met, we wouldn’t be spitting feathers about banana signs and paper pineapples for a few episodes yet. Come on, Ivo. Kiell is your friend, not your rival. He’s never going to be your rival. You’re going to come last by such a long way. But you know what, fuck it: get his bucket.

			The topper, of course, is that even within this baffling lurch to the dark side, there was an entirely on-­brand lack of planning. If I’d waited until Kiell had already taken his throw, he would have been powerless to avenge the betrayal. Instead, of course, he was still holding his ball, so he could immediately swing round and return fire, which he did successfully, not just undermining the whole cynical point of my treachery but also the impressiveness of my own throw. There’s a clip online of the whole incident, slowed down for maximum impact, and my face is so deliciously appalled when Kiell fires back. Another perfect metaphor for Etonians and their attitude to life, delighted to chuck any old pleb¶¶ under the bus to advance their own career, but genuinely horrified if their own door is ever darkened by the consequences of their actions.

			So episode one ended with a disqualification, my first of eight across the series, and a definite regret, although of what specifically, I’m not sure. Going for Kiell’s bucket at all, or merely going for it too soon? Are you sorry you did it, or are you sorry you got caught? Who’s to say? The day after the first episode was broadcast, as demand swelled in the more Taskmaster-­focused corners of the internet for me to Explain Myself, I recorded a public statement for Instagram from a lay-­by just outside Darlington. My voice wobbled unconvincingly as I tried to double down on the decision, telling Kiell that I wasn’t sorry and that I’d do it again if I could. This was fighting talk. But was it true?

			

			3. My uncle’s glasses (prize task, episode two)

			As detailed above, the tantalising full summer’s worth of preparation time meant that every even minor failing on a prize task could bruise purply into a top-­ten regret, but I’m going to limit myself to just one more of them on this list, and it’s this one: my uncle’s detachable magnetic glasses.

			The brief? ‘The thing that makes you feel weird every time you look at it.’ And I’m not letting slip any major trade secrets here when I say: you could pick any old crap for this category. It’s certainly not ‘the thing you carry everywhere but struggle to fit in your bag’, an incredibly specific prize task brief which I genuinely resented. For this one, just pick a weird thing, and comically exaggerate the amount of times you have to look at it in your life. Frankie Boyle was romping merrily around his home, pulling fan art off the walls for his prize tasks. That was the kind of fun dad he was on the show. I, his anxiety-­ridden son, was, of course, losing my mind.

			There are dressing rooms at Pinewood Studios which most contestants for Taskmaster and other panel shows will use for little more than just that: dressing. Dressing, texting, maybe a nap, maybe a Nando’s. In the week of the Taskmaster Series 15 studio records, however, my room became a prize task panic chamber like surely no other contestant’s before. In this cauldron of calculation, the adrenaline of the impending record suddenly engaged my brain with my prize tasks in a way that the previous ten weeks of scheduled preparation had failed to do. Andy C and prize task wrangler Luke were suddenly presented with new ideas that I’d failed to mention at any point prior to arriving in the building. For example, even though I was very happy with the Greg face made out of Miniature Heroes that I’d proposed bringing in for ‘most heroic thing’***, I then, the day before the episode, remembered the most heroic thing I’ve actually done in my life: the chilli chilli chicken challenge I completed at a cash-­only Chinese restaurant in Oxford in 2012. That night I had got a Polaroid photo of my triumph put on the wall, the winners’ wall, so listen, Andy and Luke, if I call up Red Star to explain, and go there to pick up the Polaroid tonight, can I use that on tomorrow’s episode instead? I mean, what are you meant to say to that guy? Other than, ‘Well, let’s discuss it further after you’ve called the restaurant.’

			I was passed between three members of staff at Red Star, none of whom spoke terrific English and none of whom quite managed to get their head round the very clear and logical proposal that I wanted to nip down the M40 that evening and raid their archives for a ten-­year-­old Polaroid. I was forced to abandon the search, and stick to plan A: the chocolatey Greg-­head. A week or so later, I was discussing this particular fool’s errand with my beloved uni roommate Matt, a Yorkshire educator and recovering hair gel addict who’d also been at Red Star that spicy night. Matt reminded me that though I had indeed surprised everybody by completing the challenge, ploughing sweatily on to the finish while manlier men mainlined milk around me, I hadn’t actually done it in the required half-­hour, so had never got a Polaroid on the wall. The thought of driving forty miles to Red Star to look for a ten-­year-­old photo that never existed is such a hyper-­verse of desperation and delusion that it makes me embarrassed even thinking about it now.

			Another example? Sure, why not? I’d been quite happy, in my manically relieved ‘tick it off the list’ kind of way, with the silver spoon I’d proposed bringing in for ‘luckiest thing’, the sort of route-­one quip about privilege that I’ve been leaning on since 2009, most of which come back to things being in my mouth. I hadn’t exactly gilded the lily: Taskmaster were providing the spoon. I hadn’t sought out one of the genuine fancies from the special occasion cutlery drawer back at the Graham hearth, nor gone the extra mile and had my name, or family motto,††† engraved onto it, like Steve Pemberton would have done. But, in a series that would be dominated by spoon-­based snafus,‡‡‡ this one had a few twists left in the tail. Frankie had expanded the remit of his prize-­task art-­attack for the previous episode – ‘most fun thing to wear on your head that you’re not supposed to’ – and he’d brought in a graduation cap with a Sylvanian Families Child Catcher scene on it. Of course he had. Utterly random and deliciously dark, sure, that’s my dad for you, but deserving of four more points than I got for bringing in a turkey, the turkey on head that brought hilarity to millions in Friends and Mr Bean? Could I be any more unfairly treated?

			Well, with a tantalisingly free morning between the recordings of episodes four and five, I decided that I would seek justice, disrespect my TV father, and chase some of that golden inter-­episode banter. I would make my own graduation cap, festooned entirely with lucky things. So on went the spoon, but also, on went some lucky playing cards,§§§ and on went a figurine of Steve Bruce, the footballer whose detective novels changed my life, and will get their own chapter later on. Bruce never got capped by England, but as crestfallen as he was by that, he might take some relief in being capped by me.

			The cap itself was more of an issue. I am, as I reiterated on the show, lucky to have a degree, from one of the fancy dress universities, and I did wear all the graduation gear back in the day, but did I have an actual mortar board at my actual home? Though my London flat is such a moth-­eaten memory museum that it’s not inconceivable that I could lay my hands on one in the back of a cupboard, on this occasion I could not. As such, I spent my breathing-­space morning between episode records getting the train into central London and trying to buy or hire a mortar board from a series of gentleman’s tailors which either didn’t have one or didn’t open till later in the day. More heartbreak. Of course, the infinite resources of patience and props at Pinewood mean that the Taskmaster team had a mortar board waiting for me when I arrived at the studios, and I could begin the job of accessorising it with the standard accoutrements of silver spoon, playing cards and the Manchester United captain 1992–95. Oh, and a rabbit’s foot, of course! One of the go-­to ‘lucky things’. What would my rabbit’s foot be? Just a couple of Sylvanian family rabbits, what of it? Take that, Frankie! I’m taking your cutesy props and I’m literally dismembering them! Who’s the daddy now?

			

			It wasn’t actually Frankie’s rabbits I was planning to dismember. Those rabbits had been won by Jenny Eclair the previous day. No, I might not have a graduation cap to hand in my home, but I do have a five-­year-­old, back then a three-­year-­old, and that means that I have a box under my bed full of generic small gifts that I have either got her and then forgotten about, or speculatively bought for some present in the future. Much like my vast silos of ethical loo roll, this emergency gift box makes me feel proud whenever I encounter it in my home, let alone dip into it. It makes me feel, contrary to the vast evidence on Taskmaster and everywhere else, like I am in control, seeing life like a beach ball, with my Sylvanian Family rabbits ready to go for any moment of need. And what a moment of need this was.

			I’d never cut off a Sylvanian animal’s foot before. Or any foot, for that matter. But this sinister plot was called off before I’d even chosen my weapons, when I opened the Sylvanian Families box in my dressing room to discover, like many a parent in a hurry before me, that I had failed to acknowledge the despicably exploitable grey area between what kids’ toys tend to have on the box and what kids’ toys tend to have in the box. Producer Luke had patiently nodded while I explained in a breathless rant that I’d brought a toy rabbit specially to maim for my hat, only to then tip out a Sylvanian Family table and chairs set: the set you could seat a couple of rabbits at, sure, as in this picture, but obviously you’d have to buy those separately, wouldn’t you, you didn’t think they’d be in this box, did you, you fucking fantasist?! With hindsight, again, it is perhaps for the best that I wasn’t chopping up a children’s toy in the final minutes before proceeding to set, but it didn’t feel like that at the time. When I opened the box and it didn’t have a rabbit in it I fell to my knees and let out a howl of genuine anguish that made someone in the corridor knock at the door to ask if I was all right.

			

			Seconds later, Luke was heading down the corridor to Jenny’s dressing room, asking if I could have the Sylvanian Families rabbits off the hat she had won in the previous episode. Why did I need them? You don’t want to know, Jenny. In the end, the amputation operation was abandoned and the final place on my lucky cap was given to a maneki-­neko, the Japanese bobtail cat denoting good fortune. And Japan my country of birth! My whole damn life was on this hat! Alas, my whole damn life came second-­last in the task, beaten, most cruelly of all, by Mae Martin’s ‘lucky glasses’, so much cooler and more stylishly accessorised than my lucky cap, featuring amongst said accessories a horse shoe, two four-leaf clovers and . . . two rabbits’ feet. Actual fluffy rabbits’ feet. Not a Steve Bruce figurine or a Sylvanian table and chair set in sight.

			But the biggest prize task regret of all? Well. That was the ‘object that makes you feel weird every time you look at it’. The weird thing. Any weird thing. I had been mulling a few unsatisfactory options for this when one evening I was watching Everything I Know About Love and saw the main character’s dad, a man we are patently designed to like but think uncool, popping his pair of magnetic glasses together to tackle a crossword.¶¶¶ Hey, I thought, my uncle has those glasses! Hanging round his neck in a string, two monocles ready to be magnetised at a moment’s notice. Despite the fact that I am the sort of literally and spiritually short-­sighted person who would massively benefit from having more of his possessions on a string round his neck, I’ve never been quite able to get on board with my uncle’s magnetic reading glasses. But there’s a difference between ‘never being quite able to get on board’ with a thing that I encounter, quite manageably, at most two or three times a year,**** and that thing ‘making me feel weird every time I look at it’. Still, I suggested it as an option to Andy C, and it got pencilled in, and that pencil turned ever inkier as the days ticked by till the records.

			Then I was back in the dressing-­room panic-­chamber between episodes one and two, in the hour and a half between records, smarting with embarrassment at my chunky loo roll and my Botched Smith-­Bynoe Bucket Betrayal. I had to turn this round! I was already a dead man walking! And now I’d brought my own noose! My own detachable magnetic noose! I suddenly remembered that at my parents’ house in Wiltshire, my childhood home, nostalgia HQ, a property I should have done a thorough prize-­task sweep of at literally any point in the summer, I had on my bedside table a clay model of a human head that I made in a pottery class at boarding school in 1999. Like almost every other souvenir of that jauntily traumatic era of my life, I have never thrown this clay head away, despite the fact that it is lacking in any artistry or charm whatsoever. It is a blob the size of a fist with with pin pricks for eyes, a few knife scratches across the top for hair, and a clumsy thumb-­hole for a mouth, a mouth that appears to be shrieking in terror. It is genuinely unsettling, has no happy memories attached to it, and yet has been in my childhood bedroom, where I still sleep regularly, for twenty-­five years. It was on the bedside table when I lost my virginity in that bed on July 11th 2012.†††† It is, in other words, almost the definitive ‘thing that makes me feel weird every time I look at it’. It had been under my nose the whole time!

			Suddenly I was on the phone to my parents, asking if there was any way the shrieking clay head could be transported from Wiltshire to Pinewood in the next hour. My dad wasn’t able to drive it, because he wasn’t at home. My mum wasn’t able to drive it, because she isn’t able to drive. There was a brief discussion about whether my mum’s carer would be able to bring it, in surely the most egregious diversion from his responsibilities I, or any other disabled person’s relative, would have ever commissioned. The thought of asking Nar Singh to do this, or of something happening to my mum while Nar Singh was driving two hours to deliver a schoolboy sculpture to her son, was definitely a queasy enough thought to make me at least hesitate. But I wasn’t hesitating for long. We were between records: every second of this process was crucial. I had already asked my mum if the head could be brought down from my bedroom and placed on standby. I cannot claim that the reason this plan did not go ahead is because I thought better of it. The reason the plan did not go ahead was because producer Andy C said that my uncle’s glasses were already photographed and legally approved and in the script and it would genuinely cause so much trouble for so many people to change it at this point. And the ‘so many people’ wasn’t even the carer currently putting a clay head in his car. So I stuck with the magnetic glasses. No one really knew what they were or why I found them so weird, Greg made several very legitimate jokes about how shit they were as a prize, and I began mentally drafting quite a long text of apology to my uncle, who didn’t even know I’d ever had any issue with his glasses, let alone that I’d decided to randomly open fire on them on TV.

			

			Somehow, I won episode two, which meant that I won the glasses, and I now have my own pair, in my own home, making me feel weird, and quite a lot of other feelings, every time I look at them. And the clay head is still there, too, as disturbing as ever. Both have been drafted into temporary service via my storytelling theatre show Carousel, but once that is over, so are they. Maybe I’ll auction off the clay head. The mad self-­importance and quite stunning nicheness of offering that up to bidders: ‘Ivo Graham’s most-­regretted not-­quite-­prize task’. But someone will bid £5 for that, and I’d simply love to give that £5 to charity and never have to feel weird looking at it again. Or would I miss it? Of course I’d miss it. I’d probably try and buy it back. Nope, I’m keeping that damn clay head forever.

			 

			

			4. Bingo (task three, episode four)

			Every Taskmaster task is its own unique flavour of batshit: that’s the show’s MO. But even by the standards of the hi-­jinks I’d come to expect from watching fourteen series at home, I still remember thinking that we came out of the blocks very quickly on day one. On a mild March morning in Chiswick, I emerged from the house to my First Task Ever: a colossal drumkit and the challenge to bounce a ball off as many of its drums as possible with a single throw. It went terribly. I had twenty minutes, spent most of that time moving the kit back and forth across the garden, and managed no more than three successful bounces. I should have just swung the ball instead.‡‡‡‡ Then I went into the lab, where I was made to write and perform a lecture about the year 1125. More on that later, but needless to say: the lecture was a historical, geographical and presentational binfire. But no time to dwell on that either, because we were straight into the next task, which upped the ante somewhat by incorporating nine mini-­tasks in one. Let’s play bingo.

			Each of these nine mini-­tasks worked up a bit of a sweat, whether it was popping bubble wrap, chucking a bin over a gate, or having politeness-­cursed phone calls with multiple different family friends called John. The main takeaway from the bingo, however, and the prime pictorial souvenir of my whole time on the show, was being told to sit in the shed and going instead to sit in the caravan. I’m not the first person to have called Taskmaster out as essentially a ten-­week medical trial for ADHD, and no single brainfart across the series diagnoses me as brutally and totally as the caravan. Not just going there in error in the first place, but then sitting there for five minutes, blissfully unaware of my mistake until Alex tipped me off on my return. I say ‘blissfully’: I was sitting there with my head in my hands, as appeared to be my resting state on most occasions on the show. So, just to clarify, in the photos of me sitting in the shed with my head in my hands, that’s my emotional state before realising I’ve made the stupidest mistake of the series.

			

			Of course, the very nature of Taskmaster, of stand-­up comedy, of this lifelong Faustian pact which it is now too late for me to renege on, means that it’s often these kinds of errors that I end up cherishing most dear. Of course! They form the backbone of the self-­deprecation that has propped up my personality and fig-­leafed my privilege for my whole career. Cousin Jasper in Brideshead Revisited, a dismally on-­brand thing to be quoting from, I know, drops by early in the book to advise the freshman Charles that, degree-­wise, ‘you want a first or a fourth. Time spent on a good second is time thrown away.’ Though that philosophy didn’t correspond exactly with my own salad days 2008–12, where even the most wayward comedy dreamer was firmly advised that getting anything below a 2:1 would be a disaster, Jasper’s words still play on my mind in all sorts of life situations where glorious defeat seems the next best thing after glorious victory.

			But, based on in-­the-­moment remorse, bingo definitely makes it in. This was day one. I was living at the time with my friends Jack and Caz, the latest in the series of Putney parachutes I was lucky enough to pop open in my general house-­hopping freefall of 2019–22, and the third couple who would announce their pregnancy shortly after I moved in with them. Who needs IVF when you’ve got IVO?§§§§ Jack, an endlessly consultable titan of a best friend, who has read and replied to more drafts of this book than anyone but my official editor, had taken the role of ‘Ivo’s Taskmaster prepper’ very seriously. We’d had conversations about how I was going to be careful, be strategic, how I wasn’t going to forget to check the back of the card. I was going to reflect my love of the show in my preparation for the show. Alas, amongst other delicious inconsistencies across the series, I could not have looked much more simultaneously like a giddy fan of the show and someone who’d never watched it before.

			I was already thinking, as I arrived on day one, Jack’s encouragement still ringing in my ears, that I was now entering my final hours, my final minutes, of ‘Schrödinger’s Taskmaster’, an exam paper I was looking at but still not allowed to open, the show soon to shift from a hypothetical reality in which I might thrive, to a real reality in which I might not. And I really did not. The bouncy balls on the drums were a bit of fun. The 1125 lecture wasn’t too bad. But by the end of bingo, lunchtime on day one, as I was invited to join the crew in the garden for production manager Sophie’s Mr Blobby-­themed birthday cake, I had already given up on the thought that I might win series 15 of Taskmaster. How could I? I couldn’t even tell the difference between a shed and a caravan. I was having a fabulous time, but there was a quiet melancholy in my heart as I tucked into my second slice of Blobby. I wished Sophie a happy birthday, went back to my dressing room, and geed myself up for the afternoon by listening to two of my favourite songs, ‘Shed Of Love’ by the Housemartins, and ‘Chasing Rainbows’ by Caravan Seven. Victory was off the table. What’s the next best option, Jasper?

			

			 

			5. Trying to salvage too many spoons (task three, episode five)

			If we’re creating a ‘You’ve Been Grahamed’ highlights folder that most efficiently captures the pandemonium of my process, and the many ways in which I frustrate the people who love me, this clip is going right in there alongside the bingo.

			On my second day of task filming, in April 2022, I was no longer alone in my dressing room, sharing it not just with Frankie Boyle, the man I’ve already referred to here multiple times as my father, but also, delicately and delightfully, with his actual children. Frankie-­era Mock the Week was, needless to say, appointment viewing in the ungentle realm of the C Block common room at Eton, so it was hugely exciting to learn that he was on my Taskmaster series, and even more so to open the gate at the start of day two and see him waiting for me as my taskmate. And I’m sure he felt exactly the same when he turned round and saw me, which is why he very cleverly offset his deep flattery by failing to acknowledge my existence.

			Anyway, the faux frostiness of our first meeting quickly melted over the course of quite literally building a bridge together, and then an exquisitely choreographed ‘stage fight’ task, featuring Frankie’s children wearing masks of my face. Unfortunately, for the next task I was forced to don a mask of my own. This was a deliberately clunky and vision-­obscuring headset, patched through to Frankie, who was sat in the lab watching a live feed from the camera on my helmet, and given the unenviable role, but probably still more enviable than mine, of giving high-­pitched instructions into my earpiece, to help me find and pick up a series of spoons hidden around the garden. How was I picking them up? With an incredibly strong magnet on a rope, of course! A magnet that I would encounter once more in the series at the pineapple canal, and then again at the Fringe, swung around the Cowgate by its true keeper, poppadom-­crushing poet and Task Consultant Tim Key.

			I did pretty well on the remotely directed spoon-­hunting, and even threw in the parodically deferential bonus ball of replying to Frankie’s instructions in a high-­pitched voice of my own, despite the fact that it was only Frankie instructed to do so in the task. I wasn’t thinking, ‘This’ll make good telly.’ I really did just think it was polite to proceed at the same pitch as my pater. However, as I inched my way blindly around the garden, I did wonder if there was something I was not seeing, in a ‘task shortcut’ way rather than a ‘literally not being able to see anything’ way. My housemate Jack had given me another pep talk before I’d come in that day. Check! For! Workarounds! I dreamed of finding one of these workarounds, and making it onto one of those ‘These Contestants Really Understood The Assignment’ YouTube compilations. I did not make it onto any of these compilations.¶¶¶¶

			Anyway, here the task was to merely collect as many spoons as possible – perhaps some Mock The Week avenger wanted to get Frankie to stare into his own reflection in one – so surely I could just bin off the thin spread of garden spoons and just go straight to the kitchen? Right? Right? This occurred to me too late in our allotted time, time which Falsetto Frankie had not warned me was about to elapse, making it a not-­ideal moment for me, the Squeaky Blinder, to decide on this bonus mission to the kitchen. I had barely found the cutlery drawer when we were told it was over. Outta time. Didn’t make it back to the lab as instructed. The spoons already in my pocket counted for nothing. Disqualification. Nul points.

			

			Again, the nul-­ness of the points wouldn’t be confirmed by Greg till the studio days in five months. Maybe it hadn’t gone as badly as it felt like it did? But it had, of course, gone as badly as it felt like it did. Five months later, we and the Pinewood audience watched it back, and through clever editing and also just the literal reality of what happened, the true epicness of the fail was unfurled. We watched as I entered the house, on Frankie’s instruction, clearly able to make it to the lab in time according to the clock on the screen, before, what do you know?, deciding of my own stupid accord to charge into a different room. It couldn’t be more painful, or more evocative of the thousands of times in my life I’ve been late for something because I was trying to fit something else in. And, as the team pointed out on the day, even if I had managed to give the show’s insurers a heart attack by diving blindly into a cutlery drawer, the standard kitchen cutlery would not have responded to the magnet. Eton-­educated comedian unable to pick up silver spoons. This shit is writing itself.

			 

			

			6. Not doing my required claps during the kitchen task (task three, episode seven)

			I was such a fan of the sheer Taskmasterishness of this task: write five ingredients, sure, and a random adjective/nationality/noun, also fine, and then, what do you know?, I was in the kitchen and suddenly I was cursing every word I had written because of course I then had to use the five ingredients of basil, cumin, garlic, salt and cannellini beans to make the end product of a feisty French duck. So where did that go wrong? Well, where didn’t it? I wish I’d managed to make my duck a bit more feisty, somehow, and I’d certainly like to have carried out the task without clutching my head like a chimpanzee whose habitat is under threat (© Boyle), but obviously what’s putting this one in the regrets list is the all-­but-­disqualification for failing to do my forty-­two***** claps at any point in the four minutes twenty seconds††††† I was allotted to do the task. How many bloody Taskmaster podcasts do I need to listen to? How many pre-­show briefings did Jack need to give me? Complete the task! Remember the bit they want you to forget! Make like it’s Thursday night in lockdown and do your bloody claps!

			 

			7. Putting too many bananas on the jelly (task three, episode eight)

			This one can’t even be chalked up to the lack of attention span: it was quite simply a dreadful miscalculation when it came to the basic physics of stacking as many things as I could on top of jelly without breaking it. I’ve enjoyed fact-checking my own failure for this chapter via the fantastically bald episode reports on the ‘Taskmaster Wikipedia’ fan page, so I’ll go with their description of this one:

			

			‘Ivo decided to encase the jelly with foam bricks before stacking bricks, a chopping board and six bananas on top. As he removed the support bricks, the jelly was crushed by the weight and it broke, so Ivo was disqualified from the task.’

			I can’t dispute any of that. And in case it isn’t clear, if you’ve not watched the episode, and you’ve read that report and assumed I was working my way up, banana by banana, before a sudden and unforeseeable collapse in the jelly’s core strength somewhere between bananas five and six, disabuse yourself of that narrative immediately. I went straight from zero bananas to six bananas, an escalation that was quite rightly punished by the gelatinous gods. The irony is that my father, as well as his much-­podcasted love of Yeo Valley yoghurt, also worships at the wobbly altar of a home-­made jelly. Making jellies at home with him was a very happy tradition of my childhood, even though I was often back at boarding school by the time they had set. I have a joint honours in bananas and jelly from one of the most demanding dessert dons in the land. But that all counted for nothing on Taskmaster, where without my support bricks (parents), I too was crushed by the weight, and broke.

			 

			8. Drawing the Dutch flag when I meant to draw the French flag (task two, episode nine)

			Having to give a lecture on a randomly allocated year from history at a few minutes’ notice, especially on a TV show, and on one’s first morning of filming, would admittedly stress most people out. Very few of those people, however, would choose to end their lecture, as I did, by presenting a nine-­hundred-­year summary of their own family tree and concluding it by shouting, ‘Oh no! I’m inbred!’ These are genealogical anxieties that should be explored in private, rather than using a Taskmaster task to get my webbed foot in the door for Who Do You Think You Are? But that, at least, was an attempt at humour, a classic bit of post-­watershed incest bantz. Harder to justify were the raft of basic factual errors made along the way. Not getting the king right? Well, that’s one thing, but not getting the French flag right? If you’re going to pad out your lecture on the year 1125 with vague suggestions of Gallic threat, you’ve got to get the flag right! I did a languages degree! I lived in France for six months! Admittedly, I spent more of that period quoting Arctic Monkeys lyrics with Parisian teenagers than actually speaking French, but that was genuinely within my remit as language assistant! Shout-out once more to the Premières and Terminales of Lycée Jean-­Baptiste Say! Vive les Metz, RIP Erasmus schemes and fuck Brexit!

			Speaking of not speaking French, I’d like to offset my flag snafu‡‡‡‡‡ with the all-­time great of the genre, the first Girls Aloud ‘Greatest Hits’ album in 2006. The first draft of that CD’s cover had a Union Jack on, before it was edited, according to the quite legitimate wishes of Derry’s Nadine Coyle, to include an Irish flag as well. Unfortunately, the latter flag was printed backwards, meaning that hundreds of thousands of copies hit HMV’s shelves with an entirely unexplained Ivory Coast flag on the front, and if any blunders in this book slip past the editors, I do hope they are anywhere near as untouchable as that. To be a fly on the wall of Universal Music – an ironic label for sure – when that error was discovered in 2006! Did it cause a controversy? Did the Girls enjoy any unexpected west African commercial boost? Did Cheryl’s then-husband Ashley discuss it with his new Ivorian team-­mates?§§§§§ Penny for the thoughts of Salomon Kalou!

			 

			9. Not shutting the fuck up (task three, episode nine)

			Having already lamented many of my disqualifications, I have now consulted the logs of Taskmaster statistician-­in-­chief Jack Bernhardt to confirm that I was the worst of a wildly (and controversially) disqualification-­heavy series, and, in fact, the most-­disqualified Taskmaster contestant of all time.¶¶¶¶¶ Yet more damning evidence that posh boys don’t think the rules apply to them.

			On this task, though, I was so palpably trying to obey the rules, and that’s why it’s more painful than the spoon greed, the forgetting to clap, the collapsing jelly, or any other disqualified disasterclass. This time I really did know what I had to not do. This task was both recorded and watched back quite late in the respective processes: filmed on the final day, the last bit of pre-­barge business at the paper mill, when I was desperate to go out on a high, and then shown in episode nine, when I was already a goose-­shirted laughing stock, and just desperate not to add any more fails to my feature-­length blooper reel. The task was to punch ninety-­nine holes in some paper without talking to Alex Horne, and Alex was obviously trying to get us to talk to him throughout. But surely I could block it out? Wasn’t this the emotional and conversational repression that boarding school had programmed me so expensively for? Staying purse-­lipped for years while archbishops of Banterbury told me I had updog on my trousers?****** This was what the training was for!

			In a neat metaphor for quite a lot of my adolescence, I spent the task gritting my teeth in silence while making an almost violently smiley face. I was fairly sure I’d punched the right amount of holes and I was fairly sure I’d stayed on mute. Then I walked out of the paper mill into the sunshine, and my memory of the day up until that point was wiped in the giddy abandon of driving and then crashing the barge. So when the footage was cued in the studio three months later, I wasn’t waiting with dread. And the Taskmaster team made it worse by showing me successfully completing the task first, before only then calling for the VAR, like the smiling sociopaths they are. A new clip appeared on the screen, and I knew immediately something horrible was about to happen. And here it was.

			

			I’m about halfway through the hole-­punching and maybe I’m getting complacent. And my friend Alex Horne asks me a question, and I forget, just for a second, that he is not my friend, he is my opponent, a double agent, a bastard whose bank balance balloons with every brave boy he betrays on the box. He asks me a question, and a word or two in response escapes my mouth before I remember the brief and try to swallow them back. But it has happened, and it has happened on camera.

			It was agony to watch in the studio. The head back in the hands, the audience groaning in pity, Greg breathing the unsettlingly poetic ‘as cruel as it is undeniable’, and Father Frankie delivering the devastating, and rather less poetic, KO: ‘You just couldn’t shut the fuck up, could you?’ It was a brutal assessment and one that has been used many times since, by the many people in my life desperate to tie my tongue, to put a word count on the waffle.†††††† I would like to think I can shut the fuck up. I observe minute’s silences, I try not to chat to my friends at concerts, I barely said a single word on Mock the Week. But here, I was prattling putty in the paws of Little Alex Horne, who has successfully gaslit far more mentally stable contestants than me over the years, but was hardly having to attend too many evening classes in neurolinguistic programming to upset this particular applecart. A disappointed dad, and another DQ.

			 

			10. Not shaving my beard (start to finish, episode ten)

			Zooming out of individual blunders to focus on my personal grooming is a rogue twist for the tenth and final regret, I’ll grant, but alongside the prize tasks, one of the other things that Taskmaster contestants get comparative aeons of time to stew over in the run-up to the show is their outfit. Needless to say: I love me a good aeon of stew. Since being on the show I’ve been able to turn up the heat on other people’s stews as well, suffocating the excitement out of future contestants with advice that they immediately regret asking for, as I bury them in Brideshead Revisited analogies and finger-­wagging warnings about the limitations of Wikipedia. And then, of course, the biggest pressure of all: what are you going to wear?

			

			It had not escaped me in 2022 that this fundamentally quite nerdy game show, this puzzlers’ paradise, had also become a platform for its participants to look low-­key, even high-­key, iconic. The year before, I’d filmed six episodes of well-­intentioned but abysmally-­titled travelogue British as Folk, and spent most of it getting ribbed by Fern Brady, Darren Harriott and director Marcus ‘Penguin’ Liversedge for my crypto-­bro hoodies and ‘winklepicker’ Chelsea boots. This missed opportunity to catwalk through the mean streets of Leicester and Treorchy was mitigated by the show’s suboptimal viewing figures, but this would not be the case with Taskmaster. Those clips will be your legacy. You don’t get a say in the Taskmaster’s judgement, but you can decide what to wear to court. And with every series, the collective awareness of this grows, a boiler-­suited arms race to ­represent yourself, and in Phil Wang’s case expose yourself, as memorably as possible.

			And what visual legacy did I secure for myself? A green jumper from Marks & Spencer. Quite blandly on-brand, in a way, although not as on-­brand as the obvious option, which would have been to wear my Eton uniform. Tailcoat, pinstriped trousers, detachable wing collar, and maybe a top hat even though that hasn’t been part of the Eton uniform for decades. Print the myth!‡‡‡‡‡‡ I could have sourced a grown-­up version of the uniform for Taskmaster, not a million miles from the morning suits I cost-­ineffectively hire for schoolmates’ weddings, or I could have just dug the original out of my parents’ loft and squeezed into the top-­tier torment of my teenage tails.

			The Taskmaster producers weren’t pushing for this, luckily, and I’ve never felt too coerced by any panel show paymaster to lean on my schooling any more than I am comfortable with, especially when you never really know how it will go down. The figurine of my thirteen-year-old self in my fresh new tails that I brought to Cats Does Countdown in 2019§§§§§§ yielded very little laughter on the show, although it did attain a new lease of life as a curry spork on the train afterwards. Every spring I need multiple nudges to reply to emails about what this year’s Fringe show is going to be called, and every time my agent Flo suggests that we could just call it ‘Eton Mess’, especially given that every year the shows do end up being largely about (a) going to Eton and (b) being a mess. There is definitely a parallel universe where that is the title of this book.

			But it’s become a point of no return now, stubbornness-wise, and I think tails on Taskmaster would have been quite the privilege-­based pivot. The Marks & Spencer jumper wasn’t hugely exciting, admittedly (he says, having dug it out again for this book’s front cover), but I thought the preppy vigour of wearing shorts would stake some sort of claim to individuality. Plus the yellow socks, which any of my old school chums watching would of course recognise as a nod to my turn as Malvolio in the 2004 Shakespeare Reading Prize. A cheeky Twelfth Night throwback, a little Fabergé Easter egg for Hugo and Tristram to enjoy. I’ll have you know I won that Shakespeare Reading Prize in 2004, and were the book tokens worth the bullying? They always were.

			As well as my task outfit, I had ten more bites at the ­sartorial apple for the studio records six months later. For those, I sought out the most intricately patterned vintage shirts I could,¶¶¶¶¶¶ ramping up the loudness of my threads to drown out the meek whimpers of my actual performance. As the finale approached, with my last place in the series all but confirmed, I was desperate to go out with a bang, not a whimper, on this wild ride to which I would not be returning in Champion of Champions. In autumn 2022, I was spending a lot of very happy time thinking about Taskmaster Series 9, where the five contestants all wore black tie for episode ten, an end-of-series treat for wearers and watchers alike. My constant suggestions that our gang should coordinate clothing for our own episode ten were a heavy subplot of our five days filming at Pinewood, along with my attempts to bin off half my prize tasks, and work out how serious Frankie was being with his own suggestion for the finale: that we all drop acid before the cameras started rolling. Serious or not, Frankie didn’t get his trip, although it is still my great and sincere hope that we can cross some kind of hallucinogenic Rubicon together when gaps in our respective tour schedules allow. However, we were, if nothing else, psychedelic adjacent, after it was decided that the most appropriate, and visually pleasing, nod to the loose sixties theme of the series would be to dress up in Sgt. Pepper suits. The Fab Five.

			After my own unsuccessful attempts to make inroads with an east London costume hire, the job was passed to Patrick Jack in the show’s wardrobe department, a can-­do king who, not for the last time, took my flight of fancy dress and made it flesh. Forty-­eight hours after the initial suggestion, the Lonely Hearts Club Band took to the studio for the final time, suited and booted and accessorised to the max, giggling as we took our selfies in the wings, then catwalking out in triumph and sitting ourselves down for an hour-­long recording in which the costumes were barely referenced once. It was perfect, and it didn’t even matter that Frankie hadn’t got hold of any of Lucy’s sky diamonds. I’ll have the photo of us in those outfits on my fridge forever. It was a triumph. So why the hell is it in the regret list?

			

			I should have shaved my beard.

			That’s it.

			Is that laughable to you as a regret? Is it the sort of thing you might regret once, briefly, or not at all? Well, guess what: I regret it every time I see the photo: so every time I use my fridge.

			I’d never experimented with a beard until lockdown one, when other aspects of my life streamlined into worryingly healthy patterns and my main nod to the apocalypse swirling outside the gilded cage was to let my facial hair grow out for the first time ever and not shave until restrictions eased. Steady on, Adam Hills!******* Truthfully, March–July 2020 wasn’t long enough to get anywhere near Greek Orthodox levels of wildness: it really just meant a man who’d never had a beard, now having a medium-­sized beard for a bit. Lockdown, eh? What were we like?! But two years later, on Taskmaster, with facial hair now an option in my life, I made the conscious decision to be fresh of face for the tasks, and then re-­bearded for the studio. Schoolboy in shorts to daddy in disco pants! What a glow-­up! But it didn’t occur to me till we were literally walking to set for episode 10 that there was one historic halfway house still on the table: that my phoney Beatlemania would have been truly enhanced by a beardless ‘tache,††††††† the ultimate tribute to Paul McCartney, who I’d had the humbling and only occasionally boring privilege of watching live at Glastonbury earlier that summer. I even asked floor manager Kay if it was still possible to run back upstairs and ask Chrissy in make-­up for even the quickest of introductions to the one and only Billy Shears. Kay, one of the most patient people I have ever met, very gently said that no, we were literal seconds from recording. It’s too late to shave your beard, Ivo. It didn’t matter at all, but I was livid with myself, and the photo’s on my fridge, and I’ll still be livid about it when I’m sixty-four.
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