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Mum and Dad: this is dedicated to you both, but I’m sort of hoping you don’t read it.
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PROLOGUE:



WINNING AT LIFE


Being a human, one among billions in a vast strange universe, is a big challenge. If you don’t think enough about what you’re doing with your life, you run the risk of making huge, disastrous errors. If you think too much about it, the range of possibilities overwhelms you so much that you can’t do anything except sit eating toast and whimpering (and even then, the selection of spreads available is enough to cause further anguish). Life is the most complicated gift you’ll ever receive, but – as people often say – it comes with no instruction manual.


Except, these days, it can. Into this void, this yearning we all feel for advice and direction, have stepped many people who claim they can tell you how to ‘win at life’. The implication is that they themselves are winners, life experts who – like experts in tennis, or dieting, or sheep-shearing – can make you a winner, too.


To me, making a claim like this seems an incredibly rash act of fate-tempting, given what we all know about how quickly life can turn sour when things seem to be going well: a topic that has been widely covered in art and literature, most famously by the Greek tragedies and Alanis Morissette in the song ‘Ironic’. (Greek tragedies often include the line, ‘Call no man happy until he is dead’, which sums the situation up pretty efficiently, but doesn’t always go down well at dinner parties.) Sometimes – no matter how white and shiny your teeth on your Twitter avatar or how many adoring retweets rack up for your description of a low-calorie lunch – there are going to be days when you do not win. Sometimes weeks. To pretend otherwise is to imply that you have access to some special immunity which no human can attain.


Much more damagingly, the idea that it is possible to ‘win at life’ promotes a mentality which is more binary and simplistic than our experiences ever can be. If you’re playing in a football match or entering your puppy in a dog show you will know by the end whether you have won or lost (although, weirdly, the puppy itself probably won’t). But life isn’t a dog show and it isn’t a massively long game of football, either, however much I might enjoy that. There is no giant scoreboard above our heads as we walk around; in the final moments of your life, you will not be given a report card with grades on it. Our lives are to be enjoyed for what they are, not squeezed and contorted into endless different shapes to meet arbitrary goals we identify for ourselves.


This is not something I’ve always known. It is something I learned the hard way, by trying to ‘win at life’. By devoting swathes of my time, energy and passion to chasing victories throughout my twenties and thirties, and falling short: often publicly, often in ways that undermined my sense of who I was. Whatever I now know about life – or think I know – I found out through failure, disappointment, mortification.


On 13 February 2020 – my fortieth birthday – I was reflecting on this, in the spirit of reflection we sometimes embark on during birthdays, especially if ‘we’ (I) have had some red wine. I pondered the many setbacks and embarrassments that had littered the road from birth to middle age; the many times that road had not taken me in the direction I imagined it would.


Over the course of the pages that follow, you’ll hear how I made errors which cost me career opportunities that would never come round again; became dependent on psychological props that weren’t sustainable; drank too heavily; isolated people around me; became a substandard father, husband, friend and professional; sank to a vantage point from which my life seemed of so little value that I questioned whether to carry on with it. And yet here I still was. I had survived these reversals. I might not be on the path I expected, but I was still moving forward, all the same. The idea of writing a book like this entered my head for the first time: not as a manual for success, but a handbook for accepting, and moving on from, the opposite. Not as a victory lap, but as a chronicle of a battle against life’s many setbacks.


If you took note of that date, you’ll know what happened next. Barely a month after my birthday party took place, the venue had closed its doors permanently, and many of the guests were gone from my life for the next two years. To be clear, this is not because of my behaviour at the party. What happened in the month after my fortieth was, as I’m sure you’ll remember whenever you are reading this, unprecedented. If nothing else, you’ll remember because the word ‘unprecedented’ was on every TV and radio broadcast from there until Christmas. Schools shut; careers were put on hold; friends and families were estranged. Whatever worldly knowledge I might have stacked up was as useless as anybody else’s, with the exception of government health adviser Chris Whitty, who became the most (and only) sought-after ‘performer’ in the UK. Any ‘rules for life’ I had gleaned from all the ups and downs seemed to have been rendered moot; they made no more sense than continuing to move the Monopoly hat around the table after someone had taken the board away.


But the pandemic receded, bit by bit, and life regained something like its old shape. I was able to get back to touring again, to travelling around the country – even, sometimes, beyond our borders. I continued, though, to spend a lot of time interacting with the online audience I’d built up during my various attempts to keep some form of comedy going in lockdown. It was noticeable that, although we might have many of our freedoms back, the psychological effects of the long, strange pandemic period were felt everywhere. Some people’s work had dried up for good. Others found it impossible to focus on what used to be their jobs, even if they could return to them. Lots of people had come to feel, during the isolation and introspection of the lockdowns, that their relationships or careers or ambitions weren’t the right ones, but weren’t sure what to replace them with.


More people than I had ever been aware of before seemed to feel – in a word – lost. I recognised those feelings from the many, many times I had been blown off course. I started to think again that perhaps I had something I could usefully share. Not because I had got life figured out, or was ‘winning’ at it. But because I knew that I hadn’t, and perhaps never would.


The thing outsiders most commonly say about stand-up comedy is how brave you must have to be to do it; how it would be their ‘worst nightmare’. All comedians have had this said to them by somebody who’s quite clearly done much more nightmarish things. My best one is the famous neurosurgeon, Henry Marsh, whom I met at a radio recording. The first chapter of his memoir Do No Harm describes how cutting into the brain never stops being, on an objective level, absolutely horrifying. Forty years of opening up people’s skulls, knowing that the slightest slip will destroy at least one life. And yet just before we went on stage, he said to me, ‘Being a comedian must be absolutely terrifying.’


When people talk about the bravery of comedians, I always tell them that I’d almost certainly be more scared to do whatever their job is than I am to do my own. This is obviously true if they have some sort of high-stakes gig like a pilot or a bomb disposal expert or if they defuse bombs while flying planes (the sort of employment in which you might see Nicolas Cage on screen if you were too tired to get up and change the channel). But it’s equally true of pretty much anything workers do from day to day.


Anything you do in life has the potential to beat you up, shred your self-esteem, send you back to the drawing board again and again, make you wonder why you bothered. But it is true to say that, in comedy, these things can happen several times a week, in front of a lot of other people. There aren’t many jobs in which ‘death’ is used as a synonym for, ‘Well, that didn’t go very well.’ You have to be a particular type of person to put yourself in that situation. To sign up to die over and over again.


I am not presenting myself as someone who has accumulated a great storehouse of worldly wisdom and is generously allowing the reader to join a guided tour. It would be truer to say that I have learned some lessons and am, permanently, in the process of trying to remember and act upon them.


Rather than a game with winners or losers, I’ve come to think we should see life as a piece of music. There’ll be unexpected changes of tempo, lulls and strange, violent moments that you didn’t anticipate – but they are all part of the tune, and the trick is to dance along with it. When I say ‘I’ve come to think’, I mean that I stole this idea from the work of my entertainment hero Derren Brown, who mentioned it in one of his shows (we’ll come back to this). The analogy has its limits, not least because I cannot dance and the thought of doing it in public fills me with horror. But perhaps there’s something to learn even from that. ‘Dance like nobody’s watching,’ fridge magnets like to advise. What if you lived like nobody was judging?


Mortifications, of all kinds, are only as important as we allow them to be. Other people’s opinions are just that: other people’s. Your life is your own, and you are only accountable to yourself. It has taken me what will probably prove to be more than half of my time on earth to absorb that idea, and, even now, I disregard it constantly.


Perhaps I’m hoping that by writing all this down, I’ll absorb whatever emotional nutrients are in it myself, as well as sharing them with other people. Maybe I’m writing this for me as much as for any other reader. As a reminder of some of the places I’ve been mentally and the ways I might avoid going there again. But now that you have read this far, I’d really like you to stick around. No performance is much fun if nobody shows up to watch. Believe me: on that score, I know what I’m talking about.
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WHAT’S IT LIKE WHEN YOU DIE?


‘What’s it like when you die?’ It’s not a question you can pose to many groups in society. Off the top of my head, I’d say you’ve got: stand-up comedians, ghosts and people who have seen a bright light on an operating table and claim to have looked away from it because it ‘wasn’t the right time’. The second and third of these categories are in fairly short supply. But comedians are everywhere, and every single one of us has an answer to that question. We knew you were going to ask it.


As soon as you’re outed in public as a stand-up – at a party, or in the back of a taxi – you have a good idea of how the conversation will go. First, your questioner will say that they’re ‘rubbish with names’ and try to establish exactly why they recognise you. In my very specific case, they will often compliment a couple of pieces of work which reveal that they have mistaken me for the actor, Chris O’Dowd. Then your questioner will move on to give you a rundown of all the comedians they’ve ever seen and what they thought of them. If they’re a more opinionated sort, they might do this in the form of a test – asking, ‘What do you make of that Sarah Millican? That fella Micky Flanagan, do you reckon he’s funny?’ – before telling you whether you were right or not.


A couple of minutes in (if you haven’t succeeded in steering the talk to their profession) they will ask you how you got into comedy in the first place, and why you wanted to, when – as we’ve established – it is their personal idea of hell. This second query, however, is really just building towards the one they are keenest to ask. ‘What do you do about hecklers?’ And, finally, there it is: the death question.


I usually say something generic like, ‘Ha, it happens to everyone; it’s part of how you learn!’ But if this was a conversation in a movie, you would at this point see my eyes cloud over, perhaps hear a sort of record scratch. You would know we were now in a flashback. The present-day me at the party, or in the taxi, would dissolve into a clean-shaven, even scrawnier but less weather-beaten version.


This Mark Watson is standing on a stage in Maidstone, Kent. A caption comes up. ‘Friday, 9 April 2004.’ That’s right: 2004. I’d love to maintain that I’m not haunted by a performance that took place not far off twenty years ago, but the truth is: ghosts are everywhere. If you’re going to get to know me at all, there’s no point in pretending that mine have all been exorcised, or busted, to use the modern procedural term. I live with my past all the time. It’s been a long slog to shake some of those spirits off; others are ever-present.


This younger, more naive version of me is standing on a stage, in the third year of what he hopes will become a comedy career, doing much the same thing as he always has: a five-minute comedy set which has served him well in competitions, open mics, all the way up to appearances in busy weekend comedy clubs like this one. But tonight, and for the first time, he’s in big trouble.


With hindsight, there have been one or two warning signs. The show is starting very late, because of traffic problems nearby. This has given the already drunk, aggressive and largely bald crowd the opportunity to get drunker and more aggressive (although probably not any balder). There is a certain apprehension in the green room, alongside the more familiar atmosphere of the place: deodorant, old beer, and disappointed comedians who are the sort of men you might, these days, glimpse in pubs saying things like, ‘It’s gone too far the other way, hasn’t it?’, because there’s women’s football on TV. Not the sort of place where many people in their mid-twenties would hang out on a Friday night, that’s for sure. But, to an aspiring comedian, very much the sort of ambience that makes you think: I am on the verge of making it. This is what I wanted. The late start and the rising noise of the punters do not faze me. I’m ready for this.


An aspiring comedian: that’s what I am, at the age of twenty-four, in this flashback. I have no idea that those aspirations will appear idiotic in just a couple of hours. We are approaching the part of the movie where the Wall Street banker and his wife stand on the porch of their seemingly perfect holiday rental and say things like, ‘This seems like a perfect place for us to unwind after all the work stress, honey. There’s no way an axe murderer would be hiding anywhere around here.’ Death is just minutes away, but everything seems normal.


Comedy appears glamorous to most onlookers, especially if they have never heard phrases like, ‘I think we’re going to hold the start by about fifteen minutes, see if anyone else shows up’ or, ‘The toilet’s just down there; you need a bit of luck with the flush.’ A comedian entertaining a room packed with people, enjoying their laughter and applause, is in a position that almost anyone would envy. The desire to hear about the bad moments, the times the laughter and applause didn’t come, is a completely human and understandable product of that envy. If you have to watch someone radiating success, you at least want to feel they have suffered for it, overcome obstacles. You probably wouldn’t go to see a film if the trailer went, ‘RICH. HANDSOME. HE HAD THE WORLD AT HIS FEET. WHAT COULD GO WRONG? NOTHING, ACTUALLY. THIS CHRISTMAS, HEAR ABOUT A MAN WHO’S WAY BETTER THAN YOU.’


Yet while comedy as a career is widely seen as aspirational in the way professional football or rock stardom is, it also – as I’ve mentioned – fills people with a dread that those jobs do not. When a stranger asks, ‘How do you get into something like that?’ or, ‘What made you do that, then?’, it’s in the same tone of faintly delighted horror as you might use if asking those questions to someone who took part in the Great Train Robbery.


It’s a bit of a shame, then, that the answer to the first question is not, in most cases, very interesting. There’s a well-known stand-up who got so bored with it coming up in interviews that he answered with a different lie every time and, if you google him, you’ll find dozens of versions – for example, that he was a repairman and one time, when he couldn’t fix someone’s TV, he just stood in the corner of their room pretending to be all the different shows. We all know how easily a piece of nonsense fed to a journalist can crystallise into well-accepted fact on the internet. (My Wikipedia page says that I once built a dry-stone wall in an hour as part of one of my shows. I don’t know who put it there and I certainly don’t plan to change it back.)


The truth is that for most comedians, the journey into the business plays out much as it does for professionals in other fields: a period of apprenticeship, years of learning the trade, and then – with persistence, and some luck here and there – perhaps some degree of success. My journey, though, did start a little more dramatically than some, because (with an extended routine about the machismo of army recruitment adverts) I won the Daily Telegraph Open Mic competition at the Edinburgh Fringe in 2002. During the final of the competition, one of the comics slagged off the Telegraph relentlessly and I found myself wondering whether it was in the paper’s best interests to sponsor it. Sure enough, they withdrew their sponsorship immediately afterwards, so I retained the trophy and am still, at forty-two, undefeated as the funniest young comedian around. The spotlight of attention from this win was short-lived, in the way the hype around these competitions always is, but it was enough to get me booked into a few comedy clubs – in London, then further afield. I would get the Megabus to Manchester and back, performing a handful of jokes in the middle of a twelve-hour round trip, arriving home at 6am. The discrepancy between travel time and actual stage time was often so great that – like all young comics – I often felt as if the motorway journeys were my job, and the brief moments of public speaking just a detail.


At the time of the Maidstone gig, I was about two years into this process, and the five-minute slots were becoming ten, occasionally even twenty. I was barely earning enough money to pay rent; one weekend my then partner and I were so skint we spent a couple of hours going through all the clothes in our wardrobe in case there were any forgotten banknotes in the pockets (there were not). When I went to visit my parents, I would wear an extra layer so that my mother didn’t become worried that I wasn’t feeding myself properly.


I’d graduated from a well-known university, and many of my peers were already on good starter salaries as paralegals or journalists or financial advisers. Not so many of them were waiting in the snow for the night bus home at 4am, and then moving seats twice during the journey because a stranger holding a cat in his lap kept wandering up the bus to sit next to them. Anyone witnessing a day in my life at this point would have been entitled to pose the next in our list of frequently asked questions: why?


There is a romantic answer, in my case, and a more uncomfortable one. We’ll start with the former. At the age of twenty I went to the Edinburgh Fringe for the first of what is now, if we discount the pandemic, an unbroken streak of twenty-two Augusts. Until then I had seen almost no live comedy. It wasn’t on TV anywhere near as much as it is now, and I never went to comedy clubs for much the same reason I never went to strip clubs: I wasn’t exactly sure what went on there, but assumed it wasn’t quite for me. (The average person’s fear of being picked on, or called up to the stage, is so pronounced that you would probably have more success inviting them to a strip club.) Now, though, as part of a student play which fewer than a hundred people watched during the entire month, I found myself in the middle of the world’s busiest and most intense arts festival: and a festival with a distinct slant towards comedy.


During the Fringe, almost everywhere you go in Edinburgh is a show venue. There are performances in churches, libraries, delicatessens. It wouldn’t be a huge surprise to go to the zoo and find a penguin doing a ten-minute set on the frustratingly variable quality of fish at feeding time. Not only did I develop a mania for stand-up almost overnight, but for a month – both then, and the following August – I was in an environment where I could have as much of it as I could possibly consume. I wandered the city, gorging on comedy like a hungry traveller happening upon an all-you-can-eat buffet at a Toby Carvery (if this seems a very niche reference, wait till you’ve done a few hundred gigs).


As I watched my new heroes, these comedians – often thrillingly close-up, since Edinburgh specialises in squeezing performers and audience into dingy caves where people died of the plague in bygone times – I don’t remember thinking, I could do that. But I definitely thought, I want to.


The main thing that enticed me about this (to me) unfamiliar art form was, perhaps oddly, the same thing that makes it so daunting to others: the sheer solitude of it. The play I was performing in was something I had written and directed, with a cast of ten; there’d been a huge amount of rehearsal, discussion, cooperation. All this was fun, and rewarding, but also complicated and messy in the way large-scale collective efforts always are. These comedians, by contrast, seemed just to be able to do what they wanted, whatever occurred to them. They weren’t bound to a script (in reality some are, of course; part of their craft is in making you think otherwise). If something went wrong, if an audience member became a nuisance or they forgot their thread – the things you dread when you’re in a play – they acknowledged it, made people laugh about it, made it into a positive. At its best, live comedy can take on a direction which not even the performer quite anticipated; it becomes an improvised expression of the pact between the person on stage and everyone who has come to see them. I’d never witnessed this sort of thing before, and I was hungry to try it for myself.


It wasn’t just the autonomy which appealed to me, though: and here we come to the less rosy explanation for my ambition. It was also the fact that as a stand-up, it seemed to me, you would have so little responsibility to anyone but yourself.


I can’t drive a car, ride a bike, open most food packaging or put up a shelf. Most days I get my trousers on, but it’s by no means a given. I am bad at cooking, poor at almost all sports, undone by a range of parenting challenges. Many comics peddle this sort of ‘What am I like?’ shtick for laughs, but mine is not a shtick: I am the real deal. And I say that with no satisfaction. The difficulty I have with simple tasks was, and is, at the root of huge insecurities I have about myself and my ability to occupy a place in the world. (Admittedly, it did provide quite a lot of entertainment on Taskmaster.)


When I see professional competence of any kind – a bus driver not ploughing into a river, a waiter doing that trick where they pour the wine in an arc from a height of about two metres without a drop escaping – I feel two main things: envy of the skill and relief that I don’t have to perform like that myself. That all I have to do is talk. That nobody is relying on me to get them to work or even pour them a drink. Of course, if a show doesn’t go well, if I fail to give an audience the night they were hoping for, they will go away disappointed, and those are high stakes of a kind. But nobody is going to lose an important brain function as a result of that, as they might in Henry Marsh’s place of work; nobody is even going to get wine spilled on a ballgown and complain to a manager. The only person who will really suffer, if I do my job badly, is me.


You can probably see both the allure of this – the independence it gives you, the self-reliance – and also the threat to the ego if it were to go wrong. But until this moment, it never had gone seriously wrong. I was inexperienced enough to think that perhaps it never would. I was about to learn an important lesson: that no comedian, no matter how talented, has that sort of exemption. That mortification, death on stage, is as inevitable as death itself.


The MC called my name, explaining that I was ‘just going to do a short bit’ in between a couple of the pros. You might think this would lower my status in the eyes of the audience, but the underdog tag had been useful to me in these situations so far; the lowered expectations meant I had a good chance of over-delivering. I walked on with the usual spring in my step, to a cautious smattering of applause.


I delivered my traditional first joke, a one-liner about ‘sod’s law’, to near-silence. This had not happened before. Maybe I had stumbled over the wording or delivery; or maybe the finger of fate was just pointing at me that night. At once I felt my heart rate rise. There are circumstances in which this is good news – on a funfair ride, say, or recovering from cardiac arrest – but there are other circumstances in which it is extremely unwelcome, and near the top of that list we must place ‘Trying to look assured in front of two hundred, mostly feral, people from Kent’. I delivered my second joke. Someone cleared their throat; in this atmosphere it sounded as loud as a firework. An alarm was ringing in my brain and I decided to skip straight to the best bit.


‘Anyone seen those army adverts?’ I asked, my voice very loud in my own ears. When a struggling comedian is on stage in a TV drama, there’s nearly always a screech of feedback at this point. In real life, there is a far worse noise than a malfunctioning sound system, and that’s the mutter and chair-scrape of a room gradually becoming restless. It flashed across my mind that Maidstone was a barracks town, and perhaps not the sort of place where a send-up of military pomposity would receive a standing ovation. It was a bit late to be thinking that, though, and besides: I had no other material.


‘They all talk about how brave you have to be to join the army …’ I began.


‘Get off!’ someone shouted from the back – this about ninety seconds after I got on – and the suggestion was the most popular thing that had happened during my brief tenure on the stage. Within another half-minute, the scene had spun wildly out of my control.


‘Off! Off! Off!’ yelled another one of my patrons. It gained popularity as rapidly as the ‘Leave’ campaign would, twelve years later, in the same part of the country. ‘Off! Off!’ chanted large sections of the room, as if heckling the whole of Europe across the water. I had become Donald Tusk – or that Belgian one with the more complicated, less pachyderm-like name.


Not much of this response was founded in genuine malice. The punters had already seen a couple of funny acts and had a well-known headliner still to come: why not enjoy something different in between? They meant me no real harm. They were just watching in the way casual viewers of a Formula One race watch two cars crash into one another. This was an event; a talking point. ‘I went down the comedy club and this lad absolutely died a death’ is an anecdote that will do well at work on Monday; ‘I went down the comedy club and a young man showed quite a bit of resilience to come back from a difficult start’ is not.


In the heat of the moment, though, I was feeling vulnerable up there in a way I never had before. What do real comedians do in this situation? I asked myself, feeling the prickling of sweat down my spine. They go on the offensive; they turn defence into attack. Find someone to pick on, I told myself: that’s what a pro would do. I cast panicky looks at these strangers reeking of beer, at this gallery of people yelling at me to go home.


My eye was caught by the man who had started the ‘off’ chant. He had a head like the bowling ball you choose on your first turn before realising it’s slightly too big and will wobble off to the side when you let it go. All right, I thought: let’s go on the offensive. He had a red shirt. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.


‘What are you shouting about, you red-shirted count?’ I yelled, although the noun I used was somewhat ruder than ‘count’. This was not a word I had ever said out loud before and it would be fair to say it didn’t swing the pendulum of approval my way. If anything, the booing intensified.


Mentally, I was now pinned against the wall. I did the only thing I could: continue talking, just say anything under this canopy of abuse. I managed to last the full ten minutes. When I eventually said I was going to leave, the audience cheered for the first and only time. I walked off stage and the cheers went up a level. I tried not to meet the eyes of the other comedians. I heard the MC address the situation. ‘Wow!’ he said. ‘That was a death!’ The audience laughed, gratefully. It was the first time I had heard the phrase in a club; the first time I’d seen a compère and a crowd bond over the humiliation of a man in front of their eyes. Everyone was in on it except me.


I gathered my belongings and started walking towards the exit. The show was still going on, but nonetheless people whispered and glanced as I hurried past them. Back out on the street, I followed signs to the station. The train was twenty-two minutes away from leaving. That was fine. That gave me time for a little cry.


It wasn’t that I didn’t know this could happen; that the whole enterprise was fraught with the potential for mortification. Even in my brief time in the game, I had seen plenty of people suffer on stage. The annals of open-mic comedy are littered with roadkill. In one of my early competition heats there was a girl who called herself the ‘Mary Poppins Experience’ and her performance consisted of her, dressed in full costume with umbrella, lip-synching extracts from the film Mary Poppins that were played in by a baffled technician. There weren’t any jokes or, in fact, any live vocals at all. Quite understandably, nobody laughed and, after the results were read out, she left the pub without speaking to anyone, apparently unable to believe that she hadn’t made it through to the next round.


I once saw an act get a lukewarm laugh for his opening gag, which wasn’t so much a gag as him pointing out that his surname rhymed with the word ‘toad’. Somehow this failed to raise the roof in the way he’d imagined. He snapped, ‘I think I’ll save the rest for a better audience,’ and left the stage to boos within twenty-five seconds. I watched a ‘new talent’ contestant perform a series of jokes belonging word-for-word to Emo Philips, a unique and world-famous comic, and react angrily when it was put to him that this was plagiarism. And, furthermore, that he maybe should at least have changed the local references because it seemed a bit weird that he was a thirty-year-old from Peckham with stories that all took place in Los Angeles. After eighteen months as a newbie on the open-mic circuit I’d seen more people in tears than I would have if I’d spent that time as an apprentice funeral director.


But these characters were mostly misguided, I told myself. They were people who largely weren’t cut out to be comedians and would work that out for themselves before too long. Indeed, many of them will be doing well in much more worthwhile and less emotionally punishing fields than comedy by now (I do sometimes wonder about the ‘Mary Poppins’ lady; I expect she’s a project manager, or something). On some level, and with a young man’s arrogance, I believed that I was a different species. That I’d stumbled upon something I could do with my life which I was perfectly adapted to, which would remove my inferiority complex.


None of these hopes had been wiped out by a single disastrous gig, of course, but that was how it felt as I stared out of the window of the train taking me back to the flat I could only just pay the rent on. For a start, filling the diary with work as a young comedian is a matter of momentum, a game of snakes and ladders. The better your gigs go, the better your odds of being booked for more, over the dozens of other comedians vying for the same opportunity. The reverse, naturally, also feels true: slither down a snake like the one lying in wait in Maidstone, and you’ve undone the good work of the last ten ladders. I told myself that word of my failure would already have reached not just the woman who booked me for the show and who would now regard me as a liability, but all other bookers of comedy shows. By the time I got off the train and walked, chastened, to catch a bus I could barely afford to board, I’d more or less convinced myself that my bad-gig news was being flashed up on the giant billboards in Times Square and that a ‘DO NOT ADMIT’ poster, bearing my face, had already been pasted up in every venue in the country.


Of course, a few days’ recovery took at least some of the edges off these spiralling fantasies; by the following weekend I’d downgraded the newsflashes from Times Square to Piccadilly Circus, and ‘DO NOT ADMIT’ to ‘ONLY BOOK IF NO OTHER COMEDIAN IS AVAILABLE’. I went back into battle. Walking on stage for the first time since the humiliation was considerably more nerve-racking than the very first time had been: the scale of possible disaster, the distance there was to fall, was now far more apparent to me than it had been before. Everything seemed to be all right, though. The army advert spoof hit its target; the audience in general were appreciative; I did not, at any point, break into a cold sweat or yell the c-word at anybody. Fairly quickly, the misery of April 9th came to occupy what seemed a useful place in my consciousness. The gig served as a battle scar; it was a testament to survival. Nothing, I told myself, would ever be quite as painful as that again.


In one sense it was true. I was never again to die on stage quite as fully and excruciatingly as on that night – at least, not yet. On the scale of sorrow that was ahead of me, though, Maidstone had been little more than a warm-up.


Mortification is written right into the DNA of my life and career stories. And perhaps I should have known that even by the age of twenty-four, because it had started happening well before then.
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WE DON’T REALLY KNOW
 WHAT WE’RE DOING


Christmas carol service, Shirehampton, Bristol, 1991. I’m about to sing a solo, everyone is looking at me, my parents and their friends are in the audience, the church is holding its breath. And I know, deep down, that everything is on the verge of going badly, badly wrong.
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