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To Chris Evans (not that one)
(or that one)




INTRODUCTION


Welcome to the wonderful, bewildering and hilarious world of Emergency Questions – a thousand and one questions designed to turn awkward silences into (occasionally) awkward conversations. You can use them at parties, on dates, with strangers on public transport or to find out stuff you never knew about your closest friends.


Some Emergency Questions are outrageous, some crude, some surreal, some mundane. Many are just plain childish and silly, but they’re not just thrown together (well not entirely) – they’re designed to create stories, often ones that even the person telling them won’t have thought to tell before. See them as a starting point for a dialogue. Some of them you will have answers for straight away, some will require a bit of thought and chat and clarification, but if one doesn’t work for you then there are plenty more to move on to.


Emergency Questions originated in my internet interview show, Richard Herring’s Leicester Square Theatre Podcast (the cool kids have started calling it RHLSTP). I didn’t want to ask my comedian guests the kind of questions that they have always been asked in interviews, partly because I’ve been interviewed myself and know how boring that becomes, but mainly because if you’ve answered the same questions many times your brain flicks to a well-rehearsed script. I wanted to hear stories that hadn’t been told before, but also to have some go-to questions if I found myself with nothing to say.


Aren’t those the two main concerns of any conversation?


I found that once my guests were in improvisational mode, they became a lot more open and relaxed, and revealed secrets or extra details about things that they had discussed before. Not only did this lead to some wonderful indiscretions, but also some serious revelations – most famously Stephen Fry feeling comfortable enough to discuss a recent suicide attempt.


People have also told me they have used the questions to help them through all kinds of stressful circumstances, and they have even been used as a teaching aid in a South Korean school, with nine year olds being asked to write an essay about whether they would prefer a ham hand or a suncream armpit and the relative benefits of each.


Mostly, though, these questions lead to hilarity. I love it when a guest and I riff through all the possibilities of the more surreal scenarios. David Mitchell is particularly adept at asking qualifying questions, and ultimately that’s what this book is all about: generating the kind of fun  that comes from chatting and laughing with friends and people that you hope will be friends. The more we talk, the more we learn about each other, and that’s nearly always a good thing … except maybe with the human centipede question.




SOME SUGGESTIONS ON HOW TO ENSURE THIS BOOK IS FUN


KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE


Some of these questions are not suitable for all audiences. Please consider this and ignore or adapt if necessary. You know your audience better than I do, and asking a distant relative about their preferred partners in a human centipede whilst at a funeral might be a mistake. On the other hand, it might be just the icebreaker you need.


NOT ALWAYS SUITABLE FOR MINORS


Kids love these questions, but some of them are not suitable. There is a section of 101 questions for kids, but many others will work too. Just be careful. And change some nouns and verbs here and there.


DON’T FEAR BRAIN FREEZE


Some of the questions are unlikely to lead to a story for everyone and are designed to put you in a hole that you then have to get out of. Maybe your friend has never been in a canoe, or it’s possible they’ve never seen a Bigfoot. Try digging deeper! Use these queries as a springboard to a different conversation: maybe your friend has been in a coracle or seen Bigfoot-based comedy film Harry and the Hendersons, and you can then talk about that. Hold your nerve.


EGGY DEAD ENDS


It doesn’t matter if a question leads to an eggy dead end, because Emergency Questions are about getting out of eggy dead ends. Just ask the next question and hope that it gets you out of your conversational quagmire … or discuss other times you’ve been in eggy dead ends.


EMBRACE THE AMBIGUITY


Many of the questions are deliberately ambiguous. You will have a lot of fun if you interpret them in different ways than the one that is immediately apparent.


LISTEN


The point of asking questions is to hear the answers. If you hear something that piques your interest, then ask your own follow-up questions and answer their questions too. This book is at its best when you no longer need the book.


THERE ARE NO CORRECT ANSWERS


In fact, the less correct the better. Have fun and learn some stuff about each other that you might have been better off never knowing!


MOST IMPORTANT: DO NOT SEND ME YOUR OWN EMERGENCY QUESTIONS


All your ones are rubbish (though kids can sometimes come up with good ones). It takes real skill to come up with a question like: Have you ever flown a kite? Don’t be so arrogant as to think that you can compete with a professional like me.




EMERGENCY QUESTIONS


1. Would you prefer to have a hand made out of ham or an armpit that dispensed sun cream?


NB The hand would grow back each time you ate it and would function perfectly as a hand, though it would leave a greasy residue on everything it touched. The sun cream would be of a factor of your choosing and be enough for your own personal use but not enough to bottle and sell.


2. If you had to have sex with an animal – if you had to – what animal would you have sex with and why?


Rich: I’d choose the okapi. From behind it looks like a lady wearing zebra-print trousers and it’s also got a surprisingly long tongue. If I had to, I mean. If I had to.
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3. Have you ever seen a ghost?


Interesting fact for after the question has been answered: ghosts do not exist. Anyone who says they have seen one is thus mentally imbalanced.


4. Have you ever seen a Bigfoot?


NB If someone starts telling you about the time they saw a sasquatch or a yeti, immediately stop them talking. The question is: Have you ever seen a Bigfoot?


5. If an Emergency Question is asked in a forest, but the person who asks it is immediately crushed to death by a falling tree, do you still have to answer? What if you didn’t quite hear it over the sound of the falling tree?


Rich: Please use this book responsibly if you are in a forest or wooded area of any kind. Check that it is safe to ask a question.
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6. Isn’t silver actually better than gold?


Rich: Miles better. And bronze is the best, which is why my bronze Sony Award is so special to me. Three is also higher than one, too!


7. What is your favourite cheese?


Rich: Sorry to my home town of Cheddar, but no question, it’s halloumi. Any other answer is incorrect.
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8. Has your sibling ever seen a ghost?
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9. Who is your favourite historical character?


Rich: The pretender to the English throne: Perkin Warbeck.


10. What do you think happens when we die?


Rich: I believe whatever you believe will happen when you die, that’s what happens – which is an organisational nightmare for God. He has to knock up new heavens every five minutes based on the whim of lunatics.


11. If you could choose one thing for your armpit to dispense, what would that thing be?
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12. Would you rather be a cow or a badger?


NB This question reveals a surprising amount about whether a person prefers conformity or freedom. Or being milked or gassed by farmers.


13. What age were you breastfed until?


Rich: Most people won’t remember, but, boy, have you hit pay dirt if you find someone who does.


14. If you had to marry a Muppet – if you had to – which Muppet would you marry?


Rich: Funella from The Furchester Hotel. My wife says this is okay as long as I can persuade the puppeteer and voice-over artiste to be in on the arrangement to make the whole experience authentic. As if I wasn’t going to do that anyway. I don’t want to have sex with a limp Muppet – I want it moving around and talking. That’s the whole point!
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15. Have you ever had a near death experience?


16. Would you rather have a tit that dispenses talcum powder or a finger that can travel through time? What would you do with such a power?


NB You would produce limitless talcum powder so could sell it for profit. Only your finger travels through time. You’d be able to look through the hole to see what was going on, but only your finger could interact.
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17. What’s the worst experience you’ve ever had in a hotel?


Rich: In a hotel in Cambridge I found someone else’s bogey on my shower curtain.


18. Which celebrity would you like to stroke your hair as you die?


Rich: I think I chose Bouncer from Neighbours. Or Goldie from Blue Peter. I don’t know why.


19. Do you have a favourite towel? What is your best story about it?


Rich: I do. It’s Old Bluey. Portly comedian Andre Vincent once borrowed it without asking when he stayed in our flat in Edinburgh and I’ve never been able to enjoy using it again.
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20. What is your most mundane encounter with a celebrity?


Rich: One of the blokes who used to be in Hollyoaks and who I think is now in Casualty, and who might be married to Topsy and Tim’s mum in real life, once said ‘Hello’ to me thinking he knew me, but then realised he’d just seen me on TV.


21. How sensitive are your nipples?


NB Take a chance – if you’re on a date, make that the first question you ask. Don’t even say ‘Hello’.


22. Would you rather date a man who is a six foot tall penis or a man who instead of having a penis has a tiny man there?


NB The six-foot penis man would have a face on his helmet, but otherwise is just a huge penis (without balls). He would be wearing a suit jacket with false arms on it to give himself a more human appearance. The tiny man would be living with his feet implanted in his host man but would be a separate individual with his own personality. He in turn would have a tiny man instead of a penis and so on to infinity.
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23. Have you ever come up with an idea for conceptual or performance art that you think is better than any of the guff that gets nominated for the Turner Prize?


Rich: Walk a Mile in my Shoes – every pair of shoes a person ever owned in their life, from cradle to grave, stuck to the floor along a promenade a mile long. Also, Me1 versus Me2 Snooker – an ongoing podcast in which I play myself at snooker badly and commentate on it badly (released on audio only).


24. Are you ever mistaken for a celebrity? Which one?


Rich: Hideous motorcycle freak Charley Boorman. Ironically, he genuinely advertises Herring Shoes, and I think he only got the gig because they thought he was me.
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25. Do you have any good ideas for terrorist atrocities?


Rich: Explosives in Berocca form that you can just add to water on the aircraft. Or boob bombs. I have loads of these. I am prepared to sell to the highest bidder. Obviously I hope that the anti-terrorist forces will be the ones to pay for this information, to avoid loss of life. And if they don’t, then I hope they can sleep at night.
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26. What’s the best advice you’ve ever received and ignored?


27. Have you ever had the opportunity to assassinate a public figure?


Rich: Yes, Michael Gove. At least twice. My apologies for failing both times. Also, I found myself in a dark corridor at 1 a.m. once, right behind an unprotected Nigel Farage.


28. Does sex with a robot count as cheating on your partner?


Rich: No.


Rich’s wife: Yes.
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29. Why can’t everyone be babies?


30. Kettle crisps* are not as nice as they once were. Have I changed, or have they? DON’T LET THEM ANSWER THAT! IT’S RHETORICAL. If you could travel back in time to compare any food of today with an equivalent of the past: What time would you choose? Which food?


31. If you had to go on a week’s holiday with a Spitting Image puppet – if you had to – which one would you choose?


NB Bear in mind that the puppet would choose the holiday destination and both the puppeteer and voice-over artist would also come with you, but you would not be able to communicate with them directly, only as the puppet.


32. Is sex with a ghost cheating?
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33. Should penis transplants ever be allowed? What are the possible terrifying consequences of such a procedure in your opinion?


Rich: I just fear that a rich man would harvest my beautiful penis for his own use before I have finished with it.


34. Would you rather date a woman who is a six-foot vulva, or a woman who instead of having genitalia has another woman living in a burrow between her legs?


35. What’s your worst experience with the delivery company Yodel? Is there a worse delivery company in existence?


36. What’s the best museum you’ve ever been to?


Rich: Keswick’s Pencil Museum.
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37. What age would you like to be when you get to heaven, presuming there is a heaven and you get to choose what age you’ll be when you’re up there?


NB I am not asking what age you will be when you die, just what age you’d like to revert to when you are walking/flying around in heaven.


38. If you could get a law named after you, what would it be?


Rich: Herring’s Law is that whatever locker you choose at the gym, when you come back to it, the person at the next-door locker will be there getting their stuff in or out and be in your way.


39. If you could have a part of the human body named after you, what would it be?


Rich: I would like the external meatus (what kids at my school used to offensively call ‘The Jap’s Eye’) renamed as ‘The Herring’s Eye’.
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40. What do you consider your median achievement?


41. Do you ever worry that you have already lived your life and are now in a care home with Alzheimer’s Disease and what you perceive as reality is just a distorted memory of the first time this happened?


42. Have you ever tried sushi?


43. Have you ever tried sashimi?


44. Have you ever flown a kite?
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45. Have you ever demolished a wall or a building?


46. What’s the worst incorrect rumour you have heard about yourself?


Rich: That I invite women back to my hotel room and make them dance whilst I sit in a high-backed armchair and masturbate. I have never done this and anyone who says I have is lying.


47. Why do we have frozen peas? Why is that vegetable predominantly used in frozen form? I know there are other frozen veg, but only the pea is principally used as a frozen rather than fresh or tinned commodity. Why?


48. Have you ever been in the vicinity of a Bigfoot, but not seen it, and sensed it watching you?


49. Where do you stand on transubstantiation?


50. If you were given the powers of a King Midas, what would you turn everything you touched into?


Rich: I would make everything I touch turn into the thing that it already is, but now holding or covered in diamonds which I would then be given. Of course, once I had the diamonds they would turn into more diamonds with diamonds on them, but I wouldn’t be too bothered by that.


51. If you had the powers of a Gary Sparrow and could travel from the nineties to the forties, what would you do?


52. Would you rather have a tongue that could taste impending danger or get a free iPhone?
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53. Do you know the way to San Jose?


Rich: Not from here, no.
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54. I once burped during the minute’s silence at the Ascension Day Service. What was the most audacious thing you did whilst at school/during a minute’s silence?


55. Would you rather do a Freaky Friday vice versa with Brian Blessed or CJ from Eggheads?


NB You would be back to yourself after the day was over and would not be culpable for any crimes you had pretended to commit or lies about going to Mars.


56. Which conspiracy theory do you think might actually be true? Come on, one of them must be! And the others were just made up to make that one look just as crazy.


Rich: I think Paul McCartney was replaced by a lookalike with slightly different ears in the sixties.


57. How do you sleep at night?
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58. What do you consider to be the most mediocre chocolate bar?


Rich: Definitely a Twix. It is nobody’s favourite or least favourite snack.


59. What happened to Lazarus the second time he died?


60. If a serial killer kills another serial killer, does that work like conkers?


61. What is your favourite keyboard shortcut?
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62. Would you rather have no ears or no dignity?


63. If you had to, would you rather give up chocolate or cheese – if you had to?


64. If you had the power to bring down planes with your mind, would you be able to resist doing so just once? Just to check you really could? Or would you do it loads anyway, laughing at the destruction you had wrought?


65. What modern-day item do you think will seem ridiculously archaic in ten years’ time?


66. What is the most embarrassing thing you’ve ever tried to squeeze down the drain in a shower?


Rich: Some poo. It was my own, so that’s not so bad. But, in a way, that’s also worse.


67. If you were in a Groundhog Day situation, what would be the worst crime that you would commit, knowing that when you woke up it would almost certainly not have happened?


68. If you had to bathe in excrement – if you had to – what animal or particular human’s excrement would you choose to bathe in?


69. If you were God, what flavour would you have made ejaculate?


Because it’s like God didn’t even consider that people were going to eat it.


70. Do you ever worry that you’re a character in a computer game operated by some bored teenage deity or alien who is deliberately just making loads of shit happen to see what you’ll do, like you’re nothing more than an ant under a microscope, and soon he’ll get bored and have you killed in a ridiculous way? Because I do.
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71. If you had to be killed in a natural disaster – if you had to – which natural disaster would you choose?


Rich: If I had to, I would be killed in a Vesuvius-like volcanic explosion and would try to get into a funny pose so that I’d make future archaeologists laugh when they made a plaster-cast statue from the space I left in the ash.


72. Who is the most impressive celebrity who ever came to your school?


Rich: Rick Buckler, the drummer from The Jam, was the brother of our art teacher and he once played in our school hall with his arguably less successful band Time UK.


73. Did any future celebrities go to your school?


Rich: Jack Bessant, the bassist from Reef.


74. Did any siblings of celebrities teach at your school?


Rich: Yes, Mr Buckler, the art teacher, was the brother of Rick Buckler from The Jam. I said that two questions ago. Why aren’t you paying attention?
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75. What is your preferred epithet for male genitalia?


Rich: The Honourable Member for Fuckinghamshire.


76. What is your preferred epithet for female genitalia?


Rich: Clackerlackadackdack.


77. Could you ever have sex with someone that calls breasts ‘boobies’? What if they did it while you were having sex? Would you stop having sex with them?


Rich: I would definitely stop. I don’t mind if someone calls them boobs, though. It’s weird.


78. If I could guarantee that you would be unkillable, indestructible and uninjurable for the next ten years, but that you would die once the decade was up, would you go for it?


79. When you have fears that you may cease to be before your pen has gleaned your teeming brain, what do you do?


Rich: Write stuff down more quickly. Think how many sonnets selfish John Keats denied us by his tardy penmanship.


80. Have you ever stolen a golf buggy?


81. What’s your favourite drink? If you found out that it was actually made out of wasp urine and always had been, would it still be your favourite, and would you carry on drinking it?
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82. Would you rather be immune from ever getting chlamydia or have free KitKats for life? (You would get 365 four-finger KitKats per year, or 366 on a Leap Year, but would still be able to get chlamydia).


83. If you could go into the transportation chamber from The Fly with a living creature of your choice, which creature would you choose?


Rich: An okapi, as long as I got to be the human top half and the okapi bottom half, like a sexy okapi centaur.


84. If you could have a sex robot resembling any human living or dead, who would that be?


NB Even if the person is dead the sex robot will be ‘alive’.


Rich: I would have a sex robot of my wife, so that I could still have sex with her even when she is away … Has my wife stopped reading this now? Good. It would be Gemma Chan.


85. If you had a silo, what would you store in it?


Rich: Baked beans … so I could always eat baked beans.


86. If you got the chance, would you cryogenically freeze yourself at the point of death in the hope of being cured in the future? How do you think you’d fit in if it worked out for you? Would you be worried that future humans would think you were a primitive idiot?
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87. What’s the most pretentious book you’ve ever bought, but never read?


Rich: I have some prominently displayed James Joyce on my bookshelf and have never read a word.
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88. If everyone else in the world departed in a space ship and left you behind so that everything belonged to you, where would you live? What paintings would you have on your wall? Would you be lonely? Where would be the most ostentatious place you would masturbate?


89. Are you the postman or the letterbox?


90. Is the glass half full or half empty? And what does it say about you if you’re too afraid to ask someone straight whether they’re an optimist or a pessimist, instead using a confusing glass metaphor? You haven’t even said what’s in the glass. What if it’s a glass of poison? You’ve learned nothing about us, but we have learned a lot about you.
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91. If you were Adam Sandler, how would you even begin to spend the millions of dollars you made for appearing in The Cobbler?


Rich: I would build a silo and fill it with baked beans so that I never had to buy food again.


92. Do you make a mental file of answers that would work well if you ever appeared on Pointless?


Rich: Of course, doesn’t everyone? If you get Kevin Spacey films then say Heartburn. He probably won’t come up now though.


93. When you’re watching films, how much time do you end up Googling the actors to find out if they are still alive and then annoy your wife by talking about it and saying ‘Dead’ if the actor is dead?
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