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Rhys James was born in Swindon, Wiltshire in 1991, before moving to Hertfordshire where he grew up. Aged 9, he played the title character in a local production of Oliver Twist. Since then, he has gone on to perform stand-up comedy around the world, including six solo shows at the Edinburgh Fringe and two international sell-out tours.


Rhys has appeared on Live At The Apollo, QI, A League Of Their Own and, most notably, as a regular panellist on BBC Two's Mock the Week. He has created three critically acclaimed shows for BBC Radio 4, including the ARIAS nominated Rhysearch. His U&Dave lecture, 'I Stalk Strangers Online', became a viral hit, and his debut DVD Spilt Milk sold out completely in just 90 minutes. There was one copy.










Praise for You’ll Like It When You Get There



‘The millennial David Sedaris, the closest I’ve had to stand-up as a reading experience.’


Adam Kay


‘Relatable tales of adolescent embarrassment, smart takes on modern life, and all the laughs you’d expect from such a talented comedian.’


Stephen Merchant


‘Just like his stand up, this book is brilliantly written, funny and makes me love him a lot. How annoying.’


Aisling Bea


‘Hilarious, astute, profound. Make an appointment to read – and for God’s sake keep it.’ Danny Wallace


‘As witty and clever as Rhys’s stand up, but you can take it in the bath.’ 


Sara Pascoe


‘God damn Rhys for making me laugh out loud reading a book – the most annoying thing a person can do. Mega funny and sneakily wise. Nuanced and hilarious takes on the decisions facing all 30-somethings.’


Phil Wang


‘It’s a cry for help, but it’s a very funny one.’


Dara Ó Briain


‘It turns out Rhys James is not only a brilliant comedian, he’s also a fabulously talented writer. I tore through this book in one sitting because it’s such a total joy to read – laugh out loud funny and endlessly relatable.’


Emily Dean
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Bald Ambition



I’m at the top of a modest mountain, looking for my trainers in a big pile of Birkenstocks as a Buddhist monk quite forcefully asks me to give his monastery five stars on Tripadvisor. I get it, this is the world we live in, and even monks must adapt. But it does feel quite self-defeating. What happened to accepting yourself? To freeing yourself from the judgement of others? If I give him three stars, is his day ruined? Is all that humming and chanting out the window? Does he rip off his orange robe and smash up the pagoda? He tells me it ‘really helps the monastery’, like it’s a podcast. I half expect him to say ‘available wherever you get your inner peace’. Presumably he means it ‘helps the monastery’ to get more visitors and therefore more business for the temple that celebrates the religion that doesn’t believe in material gain. Cool. I’m glad I’m seeing this first-hand, because the image of a monk forlornly refreshing Tripadvisor feels a bit too ‘rejected Banksy ideas’ for me, along with a ‘Sky Sports Shown Here’ banner on a church and ‘Hygiene Rating: 2’ on the side of a hospital.


Half an hour earlier, I was sitting cross-legged on the concrete veranda, taking part in the guided meditation that this monk, with his almost sarcastically hairy shoulders, was leading, during which we had to close our eyes and trust no one would steal our Nike GORE-TEX at the door. It was still a few months before the monastery opened to the public, and I’d been granted early access by virtue of the Airbnb I was staying in being run by this monk’s mate. I wasn’t the only one here – with me were a Dutch couple in their late twenties wearing hiking gear; an incredibly size-mismatched couple from South Africa dressed in the sort of ponchos you see on a sitcom gap-year character; a 60-something Indian woman from Rickmansworth who reminded me of my mum; an athleisure couple who looked like they’d landed directly from Spanish Love Island (in which ‘Casa Amor’ would disgustingly be called ‘Love House’). And Daphne, my girlfriend.


Around us, local volunteers were sanding down fifteen-foot white marble statues of the Buddha. Not to be mistaken with ‘Budai’, who is the fat, bald guy people often have decorative ornaments of, placed on mantelpieces next to their expensive televisions. The Buddha, or Siddhartha Gautama, is the original. He’s skinny, wears a hat, and has the most incredible posture you’ve ever seen. It’s no wonder he’s less popular as an emblem in the Western world. Not only does the fat, jolly Buddha look a lot more like one of us (picture a Newcastle fan), and not only does he seem objectively like a bit of a laugh (he is often referred to as ‘the laughing Buddha’), his sense of enlightenment is a lot more realistic. Of course you’d accept yourself if you had washboard abs and a perfectly straight spine! Of course you’d free yourself from external influence if you looked like an influencer! The original Buddha is impossible to relate to. Fat Buddha has got there in spite of himself. He’s still laughing and smiling in the face of what must be some pretty intense bullying. That’s true enlightenment. He feels real.


Our guide, the Five Star Monk, bashed out some chanting asking the spirits to grant people freedom from jealousy, anger, bitterness and hatred, starting with the ragtag bunch in front of him, before extending it to our families, then all the people in the country, the world and finally the solar system. So not to worry, Tim Peake, you’re covered too. After this, he invited us to sit in contemplative silence for a bit, and despite being cross-legged and barefoot on the hard concrete, the gentle breeze made it quite difficult not to drift off to sleep. He reminded us to use the silence to reflect on the idea of the naked soul, how it is born pure, and negative emotions are merely learned. I came up with two panel show ideas.


When he eventually invited us to open our eyes, I was half expecting him to be wearing a different outfit and for us all to be in a different location, like an Ant and Dec prank. But nothing had changed. Just a bit of leg cramp and a growing urge to phone my agent about my new formats. The monk went around the group, asking which bit of his meditation school we liked best, which should’ve been the first warning he was a bit too obsessed with feedback. When he got to me, I said I preferred the silence as it gave me a chance to access thoughts and feelings I wouldn’t normally have enough time to. What I didn’t tell him was that I’d manifested a seven-figure bank balance off the success of Quids In, the Taskmaster replacement Dave have been crying out for. The monk responded to my selection by joking that I must’ve disliked his singing voice, and I replied by suggesting he wouldn’t get through to judges’ houses, which got about as good a laugh as I could ever hope for from a crowd in a post-meditative state. The monk looked crestfallen, even though I suspected he didn’t know what ‘judges’ houses’ even meant. Come on, mate, it was your joke to begin with! You tee ’em up, I knock ’em down. It’s a bit of fun. I couldn’t quite believe I was having to teach a monk that he’s too reliant on the opinions of others for his own self-worth, but here we are. Quick, self-enlighten! Self-enlighten!


We continued round the circle until my sixty-year-old Indian holiday mum said she too preferred the silence, that the chanting and mantras didn’t do anything for her, because she already lives a life free of rage and jealousy.


I cannot begin to tell you how jealous I was to hear that and how angry it made me.


A life free of jealousy? With no anger? Then what are you doing here at a monastery? You’ve already completed it all! Have you come here to gloat? Can’t you see the rest of us are broken? Even the monk is fishing for compliments so he can show off to his monk rivals! Read the veranda.


I’m suspicious, however, that this isn’t really the case. Mrs Rickmansworth is not free of jealousy, or rage. She’s full of fucking shit is what she is. Of course she thinks she’s free of those things. She’s on holiday. Who’s livid on holiday? In 28 degrees with a Fanta Limón, a Maxibon and so little 4G you can’t even look at your emails out of habit? I use up all my stress on the journey to the holiday. British Airways exists exclusively to drain you of all your inner rage so you arrive with no energy to do anything but chill out for once. It’s a good business model and one I’d be more than happy to grant the full five stars.


But get back home, Temporary Mum, and see if you don’t feel these things again. Get to Rickmansworth train station, where someone’s decided to obliviously tie their shoelace directly on the other side of the ticket barrier, as if they are the only person in the world, and then tell me you don’t feel rage! Open Instagram to discover that another comedian, who you know for a fact has never had a single original thought in their life, has been given a BBC pilot, and tell me you’re not jealous! Back to reality, bucko. The real world is a cacophony of envy, hatred and bitterness. It’s in our nature. We’re cave-people trying to survive at the cost of anything and anyone. Life is a Tough Mudder of emotion you didn’t even want to take part in and the 28-year-old Dutch couple next to you are the only ones dressed for it.


All my life I’ve swelled with emotions like rage, envy, fear, melancholia, angst. Sure, I’ve had my share of elation, pride, love, ecstasy. But it’s those negatives that steal focus, that weigh me down, that must be overcome. The ones I always tell myself can be conquered – if I delete my socials, move to Asia, shave my head, find spirituality. If I could just do those things, I could finally be free.


So as I stand on this mountain, watching a monk type the name of his monastery into my phone and peer over my shoulder to check I’m giving him his precious review, I know once and for all that it’s all bollocks. It’s all a mirage. We will never be free. The human experience is an endless road to approval and we’re all Uber drivers trying to up our rating. And you can have that one for nothing, Banksy, if you’re reading this.










Cease the Day



Ever since I was a kid, I’ve been an absolute pussy, filled with dread at the prospect of having to do almost anything. School was the main one, obviously. I once missed forty-four days of a single school year, which is almost a quarter of it, with no serious illness except a case of the Mondays every day. Or ‘chronic dread’, you might call it. ‘You’ll like it when you get there’ was my mum’s favourite line, which usually turned out to be true. (Although she’s less smug these days when I say it back to her about retirement homes.) It didn’t matter that it was true. That wasn’t the point. It was also true of all my other obligations: parties, sport, Beavers. It didn’t stop me pretending to be ill to get out of those things too. And this – it may surprise you to hear about a professional stand-up comedian – has not at all left me. I dread most things in my life, most of the time. From the genuinely tedious to the objectively fun. I simply know, as an adult, I have to actually do those things anyway or my life will be considerably more tragic. Good job I kept my Beavers uniform.


When you’re younger this is dismissed as shyness, which is far too gentle a term to be taken seriously. I can’t tell you quite how alarmed the sentence ‘Rhys, come downstairs and say hello’ made me, as I’d trudge slowly down from the sanctuary of my bedroom, as if to the pits of hell, to be paraded in front of other adults like some prize-winning whippet. ‘Such shiny hair, what healthy teeth,’ I imagined them commenting, while in reality asking about my PlayStation or kindly pretending I’d grown. I hadn’t. My mum marked our heights on the kitchen door frame every six months, and mine stayed the same for so long, visitors assumed I had died. When I said very little, they’d excuse me as ‘just shy’, as opposed to ‘not at all interested in some forty-year-old called Graham with red wine lips’. Shyness is always seen as something you’ll grow out of, but really it’s something you shrink into. Why would a kid have a natural disposition of shyness? They’re pure and fresh, everything is exciting and everyone’s excited to see them. It’s why the default kid is a show-off. ‘Look at me! Watch this! Oh, you’re busy having a conversation with another grown-up? Well, guess what, I’ve been sick. That’ll teach you.’ I took the opposite stance. Nervous about all life had to offer because I hadn’t done it before and didn’t know how it would go. Scared I would find it hard, get it wrong, feel embarrassed, but without the language to express my trepidation, nor the dexterity of burden-lifting excuses that come with age and experience.


We didn’t have the vocabulary for this stuff that we do today. If a phrase like ‘social battery’ existed when I was a child, I probably still wouldn’t have had the confidence to use it. But at least people would’ve understood. Instead, I was left to make up bogus reasons to avoid interactions, like feigning injury to get out of dancing at a wedding. Five years old, wearing the sort of oversized tucked-in Oxford shirt popularised by a young Jerry Seinfeld, in a hotel function room on an island off the coast of Greece, I bravely decided to step onto the dance floor. Big mistake. If you’re a cute child at a wedding, every 30-something woman will stumble over to grab both of your hands and yank you around, like a pissed aunt at Christmas dancing with their dog.


After what felt like a lifetime of appeasing these mad old Greek women long after my social battery had depleted, a red-haired lady named Rebecca approached, desperate for a piece of the action. If only I’d had the words for it then. ‘Listen, love, I am a child. I should be skidding across this dance floor on my knees, running between the legs of wobbly grandads, sulking in the corner when I’m not allowed a third slice of cake. I should not have to slow dance with you, a strange old lady, to satisfy some sort of mad mummy fantasy you’ve burdened me with.’ But, egged on by every adult in sight, I fulfilled our dance like a duty. I imagine she saw it the same way. As some sort of noble exercise to get the kid involved in the grown-up activities. Both of us in a tango with public perception, thinking we were doing the other one a favour. But for me, the Orangina had already worn off, and I suddenly felt hideously aware of myself, unable to relax into the charade.


So I did what any self-respecting little boy would do, and I faked a foot injury to get out of it. There’s an unmistakable look in someone’s eyes when they know you’re lying but they’re deciding to humour you. And that’s what was staring back at me as Rebecca aided my mother in applying needless plasters to my completely undamaged heels while I fake-winced in pain that I didn’t feel. At least not physically. Most people think stand-up comedians were the sort of kids who demanded attention, twirling for their parents’ friends at every opportunity. I just wanted to be left alone. My first words were, ‘Back to bed.’


These days, I am armed with a thousand more sophisticated get-out excuses, from the basic, to the nuclear, rising in extremity based on how late I’ve left it, and how angry I think the person will be. There are mainstays, like diarrhoea, which no one wants to be around. Though you do have to use this sparingly or friends start showing genuine concern for your bowel health – or worse, telling you they don’t mind.


Covid is the gift that keeps on giving, and I was sure to take photos of a positive test on several different surfaces the one time I caught it to keep the excuse evergreen.


On the more drastic side, when you need something sudden, nothing much beats the claim that you’ve sliced into your thumb while chopping vegetables and need to go to A&E. It’s not so dramatic it would garner an unethical amount of sympathy, nor interesting enough to be shared with anyone else as gossip. It’s also small enough to have likely ‘healed’ by the time you see them next, especially as it didn’t actually happen. If you pop a plaster over the area, it really sells the idea, a trick I learned when I was five. You’re going to want to avoid anything much bigger in terms of ailment: there’s nothing worse than finding yourself searching ‘neck brace’ on Amazon. A sliced digit is the perfect sudden catastrophe to get you out of a gig you don’t want to do, and though I’ve never actually used it myself, it’s entered my mind on countless occasions when I’ve reluctantly plodded off to the tube, forcing myself to go out and live my childhood dream. Imagine the look on my face, then, when a comedy promoter recently told me of the refund fiasco they’d been through when their big headline act had pulled out at the last minute due to ‘slicing their thumb while chopping vegetables’. Absolutely no chance, pal. Oldest trick in the book.


This is what comedians are really like. It’s all relative, of course, and the industry is not without its extroverts. But every time I’ve been at an industry party, where musicians and actors are also in attendance, what forms, without fail, is Comedians’ Corner. Away from the din of the other show-offs. Hidden from the crowd. A few like-minded individuals flocking together, to slag everyone else off quietly, in the safety of familiarity.


This is why I’ve shied away from discussing this feeling until now. Typically, when someone confesses to this sort of thing, they say they’ve always thought it was ‘just them’ who felt this way, relieved to discover there are kindred spirits out there. But I’ve always assumed how I feel is how everyone feels. No one wants to do anything, surely? No one actually wants to meet anyone new, or have any new experiences? We do it because we have to in order to survive, right? Like eating broccoli, or getting out of bed. Everyone already knows that most things aren’t worth doing, don’t they? That most parties are rubbish, most films are clunky, most galleries are a waste of money, most books are too long, most people are twats and most conversations are boring? Surely people realise it’s far better to do nothing? Delicious, safe, expectation-free nothing. Think about it. What is there to write home about? Nothing. What is whispered in a lover’s ear? Sweet nothings. I mean, what else could there possibly be Much Ado About? Thanks, Shakespeare. Thanks for Nothing.


But apparently not. I am not claiming my dread is exceptional, simply that it isn’t the absolute default, like I assumed. Some people like things. Some people want to leave the house and experience life. Not everyone is attending things in spite of themselves, having to revise the excuses they gave for not coming last time, in case someone asks how their thumb is healing. Not everyone is fifteen minutes late because they were rifling through their wardrobe for a neck brace.


On paper, I think I might have the perfect life. I am a healthy 34-year-old in a long-term relationship, with no kids. I also have two wonderful living parents, two hilarious nieces, a house, an affectionate cat, disposable income, zero responsibilities and a great deal of time on my hands. So why am I not using any of it? This is surely it! This is what it’s all about. I should know everything there is to know about wine, or have travelled the entire world, or be some sort of live-music connoisseur. I should be known for my incredible parties. I should be able to tell you all the best pizza places in New York and show you where all the secret cocktail bars in Soho are. They should greet me by name in private members’ clubs. Artisan sandwich shops should say ‘The usual?’ when I enter. I should be living. Seth Rogen and his partner don’t have kids and he has a pottery Instagram on which he makes cool vases and ashtrays while smoking drugs. Why don’t I have a big art studio? Or a prize-winning allotment? Why don’t I smoke drugs? Surely by now I should have learned how to make roulade or speak Italian. At the very least, I should have come up with a valid reason for not having done any of those things. I haven’t even done that.


I’m well aware there are ‘Diems’ I should be ‘Carpe’ing. There’s a reason there’s no Latin phrase for ‘just sit there’, and it would certainly have made Dead Poets Society a tougher sell if there was. I also know from experience that ‘Just Sitting There’™ too many days in a row is a one-way ticket to depression. I learned this as a child, perfected it during lockdown, and occasionally find myself slipping back into previous form – the daily routine of no routine, the supposed safety of stasis. Meanwhile, my girlfriend is the opposite, seeking out social plans for us both and often having to justify my non-attendance. ‘Sorry, Rhys couldn’t make it in the end, he’s a bit busy sedens ibi sicut . . . Yeah, it’s a Latin phrase, it means “just sitting there”.’


The thing is, you are not allowed to be shy as an adult. You have to ‘man up’ and get on with it. This is because shyness is intrinsically infantilising. We can’t help but associate it with kids. If I said, ‘I can’t come, I’m shy,’ it would be met with laughter, and rightly so – that is objectively funny. It conjures an image of me hiding behind my dad’s leg, despite being the same height as him. You might as well say, ‘Sorry, Rhys can’t make it tonight, he has nits.’ You’re never going to be taken seriously as a shy person, because it’s something you should’ve gotten over by now. That’s why we invented terms like ‘social anxiety’, so that adults can carry on feeling it without being thought of as childish. We should rebrand nits as ‘scalp-itis’ while we’re at it.


Once I’m actually at anything, I’m fine. You would never be able to tell I have social anxiety if you were social with me, because it’s gone by that point. I like it when I get there. My issue isn’t the doing, it’s the thinking about doing. Dread is my commute. But far too often, it stops me making the journey. I know my heel isn’t bleeding, but I still can’t rip off the plaster.


So how does this attitude chime with being a professional stand-up comedian? How can the person described above possibly subject themselves to a job in which everyone in the room is facing them, waiting for them to speak? And how can this actually be this person’s favourite thing to do?


The dread has not gone away. I did my first gig aged seventeen, and seventeen years on I still hope every single gig gets miraculously cancelled right up until the second I step onto the stage, and sometimes even ten minutes after that. I spent years praying the venue would set on fire before every single show, until finally at Montreal’s Just For Laughs festival, seconds before the biggest gig of my life, it did. As we all gathered outside, watching as eight fire engines arrived at the theatre, the disappointment from my colleagues was palpable. They audibly lamented such a wonderful opportunity crumbling to ash in front of them. Meanwhile, I was high on pure relief. Who cared if my future career had taken a hit? I no longer had to do a daunting task right now. Isn’t that what ‘living in the moment’ is? All the other comedians told me they’d never seen me so ‘chipper’, and it was hard to deny. I had literally just returned from the shop with champagne.


This book is not a memoir. I am not qualified to write one. Memoirs are for people who have done things. Not for people who actively avoid doing anything. They are for people who make things happen. Not for people who have things happen to them. They’re for the active, not the passive. This is a collection of essays and stories. A guide to living a life in shackles of your own making. An exploration of how my angst manifests in real-world situations, and my attempts to overcome it, live with it and use it to my advantage. This is the introvert’s manifesto. The overthinker’s dossier. The diary of a wimpy kid.


If you’ve ever celebrated plans being cancelled with an Andy Murray fist pump, secretly prayed for another lockdown, lied about having seen a film just to fit in, attempted to start your own nickname, and tried – in vain – to control the outcome of everything you do, then welcome to the club. We close early, obviously.


Admittedly, I’m not exactly qualified to be a guide either. Most guides aren’t. But hopefully we can still learn a few things together regardless, on this deep-dive into the shy-boy psyche. The journey might be rocky, but it’s one I hope you’ll join me on. So bon voyage, and see you on the other side. Maybe you’ll even like it when you get there.










Grin and Bare It



When we first met, I told Daphne that I was immune to embarrassment. Now twelve years older, I know that wasn’t true, because I’m embarrassed I even said that. My feeling at the time was that as a comedian, every awful, humiliating thing that happens in my life is ammo. Some would call it material, but as the metaphor for doing well at a comedy gig is ‘killing’, I think ammo is much more appropriate. Ammo. It’s ammo. Is there some deep-rooted toxic masculinity at the heart of this word selection? No way, bitch. Back then, I saw my entire life as ammo. Not just humiliating experiences, but all experiences, all observations, all thoughts. It was all something to potentially speak about during the only thing I ever did: stand-up comedy. I wasn’t a person between the ages of eighteen and twenty-six (henceforth to be referred to as ‘the railcard years’). I was nothing but a comedian. And comedians aren’t people.


A big reason for this naive perspective is that, in my pre-railcard years, when I was still a person, I was defined by embarrassment. Influenced by its ever-looming presence and driven by an overwhelming desire to avoid it. It might be hard to believe, given I used to perform little skits with my friends in end-of-year assemblies and started doing stand-up comedy at seventeen, effectively putting a big sign on my front lawn saying, ‘Humiliation, please stop here,’ but I saw performing, and specifically stand-up, as a way to get a hold of my humiliation, to control the narrative by taking ownership of it. Most would see this as a high-risk strategy. In order to avoid embarrassment, you’re going to put yourself in a situation that, if it goes badly, is without a doubt the most embarrassing experience possible? Absolutely. Big problems need bigger solutions. Evel Knievel doesn’t want to crash-land into a row of buses. He could drive his motorbike around the buses, but where’s the fun in that? Where’s the jeopardy? No – avoid the buses by trying to jump over them, even though if you fail, everyone will find it really embarrassing – plus several other enormous consequences. The truth is, a performance that’s going badly doesn’t feel embarrassing when you’re the one performing. It’s far more embarrassing to watch. It’s painful as a performer, it’s awkward, but it’s not humiliating. No one did anything to me. I did something to them. That’s the embarrassing part! I’ve put myself out there and said, ‘Look at me, I think I’ve got something to offer!’ Even if it goes well, that’s cringe. But by the time I’m actually up there? No chance. I’m the one who got on the bike. The humiliation is in the rear-view mirror. As long as I don’t shit myself in the process, we’re golden.


My fear of embarrassment was far more micro. Tiny, insignificant day-to-day things, like not having seen a film everyone’s talking about. That was my main vice in my school years: pretending to have already done things I hadn’t. I wasn’t a bullshitter or a bragger. I lied only in response to questioning. I wasn’t trying to one-up anyone; I was trying to one-all the world with a late equaliser so they didn’t laugh at me. Every conversation played out the same:


‘Sex? Oh yeah, I’ve done that, literally loads of times. I’ve got really quick at it now.’


‘Vodka? Big time. Brush my teeth with the stuff. And I didn’t like it, by the way, found it a bit bland actually, so please, PLEASE don’t offer me any more. My vodka years are behind me.’


‘Austin Powers? Of course I’ve seen it. Bloody bonkers, him.’


Oh, you’d now like to have a conversation about several specific scenes in the film that I couldn’t possibly bluff my way through? Well then, I guess it’s time I crack my knuckles, performatively stretch and roll out the famous line . . . ‘Ah, I’ve only seen bits of it. That’s right. Bits. Of a film. And I suppose the bits I’ve seen are weirdly none of the ones you’re describing. Different bits. That’s right, when I went to see this film, which is still only available in cinemas, I would watch for a few minutes at a time and then repeatedly leave the theatre during every significant moment, over and over again, fifty times in ninety minutes, for £12.50. That’s just how I watch ’em, I’m afraid. That’s how us film buffs do it, so I won’t be contributing to this conversation further. Unless you want to talk exclusively about that bit in the trailer where he can’t turn his cart around in the narrow hallway? Because I’ve seen that. Of course I have, I’ve watched the film. Obviously my parents have said I’m allowed to watch it, so why wouldn’t I have? I loved it. The bits of it I saw, that is.’


So deep into this sort of lie was I, that I once asked my best friend Fred if he’d seen turn of the millennium James Bond film The World Is Not Enough. He said ‘yes’ unconvincingly, and having danced this dance myself a thousand times prior, I pushed him on it. ‘Oh yeah, what’s it about then?’ I prodded, like a young Maitlis. ‘It’s sort of about the world not being enough,’ he retorted. I paused, thinking back to the film and its core message. Wow. I couldn’t argue. I had been bested. Frankly, Fred had run rings round me with his simplicity. Checkmate. Right when I had him in my crosshairs, he quickly pulled out his own gun, turned it in my direction and fired straight back. He really did know his Bond. ‘Oh, so you have seen it then,’ I said, defeated, only to later be reminded of this fable every year at Christmas for the rest of my life.


I was constantly faking things well into adulthood. The same boy who claimed to have grazed heels to get out of dancing with a thirty-year-old redhead at a Greek wedding would find himself, decades later, faking a shoulder injury to get out of having to perform a caber toss on a stag do. It feels so pathetic to write down, knowing that there are no circumstances in which I could participate in the harmless, jovial activity of attempting to throw a big pole of Scottish wood with my closest friends. Why? Because it might be embarrassing? That’s the point, Rhys, you moron. It’s a stag do. That’s what they are designed for. Stag dos, the once quite romantically ironic ‘final drink of freedom’ the night before a wedding, have descended into these weekend-long medieval public humiliation experiments, where instead of being put in the stocks, the stag is put into a tutu, and instead of having tomatoes thrown at his face, his closest friends concoct a drink lethal enough to kill a small dog before forcing him down onto a chair to be twerked at by an underdressed stranger.


It’s only fair, then, that in brief respite for the only person all of us actually know on this somehow culture-less trip to one of Europe’s historical behemoths, we share the shame out a little bit. A caber toss, as a stag-do activity, is genius. Failure is almost guaranteed, so it should be constant titters for all. No one here is a caber-tossing expert, and it would be far more embarrassing if they were. And yet there I am, grasping my shoulder like it’s suddenly flared up again.


Sometimes this feeling came from a fear of embarrassment, other times from fear in general. I took up skateboarding as a young teenager, but despite making my parents spend a small fortune on all the gear and drive me to an indoor skatepark every Tuesday evening for two years, I never quite plucked up the courage to ‘drop in’. For the less gnarly among you, this is the bit in skateboarding when you stand at the top of the halfpipe or ramp and, quite simply, go down it. It’s literally how you begin the process of skateboarding. Instead, I would stand sidelined at the top of the ramp, in my spotless Etnies trainers, leaning on my pristine skateboard like a character in Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater before you’ve selected them.


This sort of fear didn’t wane with age, still looming large at nineteen, as I sat in the pub with the lads from school during a university break, planning a visit to Sheffield for our friend’s birthday. Fred suggested it might be quaint to purchase some Class A drugs for our jaunt, and wanted an idea of numbers. Everyone was excited. Despite the rest of us having been at university a year already while he had stayed home, Fred was the only one among us who had done said drug, so naturally what followed was an excitable if edgy Q&A from the group. My friends’ nerves manifested in some light research followed by the gleeful anticipation of trying something new together, the safety in numbers of going through a rite of passage with your most trusted cohorts. How did I respond? I pretended that I had already done this particular drug too much at uni and I’d skip it this time, as it ‘didn’t agree with me’. Even if that had been in any way true, the entire point of drugs is to not agree with you. The aim is to alter something, whether to distort your interpretation of your surroundings, relax you or, in this case, boost your energy and the pace at which you can talk about how great you are. I mean, if anything, if this drug were a person, it absolutely would agree with you, especially if you were suggesting business ideas.


By this point, my friends were pretty familiar with my penchant for caution, or as they called it, ‘pussing out’, so paid little mind to my tiny personal protest. One of them humoured me, politely asking what it does to me that’s so disagreeable. I erroneously claimed it made me ‘a bit too paranoid’ despite all anecdotal evidence that this drug does the exact opposite (I might as well have said it gives me a blocked nose) and they all quickly moved on to the logistics. I realise now, the fact they didn’t push me on it further meant that not a single one of them believed my story, and having watched me flounder under the interrogation lights in the past, decided to spare me.


Fast-forward a few weeks to the big day, and now, with the magic of Dutch courage, and having witnessed all my friends give it a go with no instant consequences, I decide I want in. I’m allowed, with a roll of the eyes at the fact I hadn’t contributed financially, and I have a similar issue-free experience to my friends. But it’s hollow. I’ve already missed out on the fun of the whole thing: the anticipation, the collective fear, the geeing each other up, the confronting of a coming-of-age milestone together. All because I let my own fear of the situation get the better of me and force me to save face. I look back on these sorts of tiny moments with such regret, that I couldn’t be open and have an honest experience with my friends, instead opting to place myself above it all. ‘Oh, your first time, is it? Oh dear. I’ve already experienced all your future experiences, and by the way, they’re rubbish.’ It’s no life.


To share in something scary together, to get through the other side, to learn something as a collective. That is friendship. And that’s what it cost me. All it cost everyone else was twenty-five quid a head. Which would’ve been closer to twenty quid if I’d said yes to begin with.


It’s a conscious effort these days to open myself up and remind myself that everything was at one point the first time I tried it, and for the most part, turned out fine. But saving face is still a major instinct for me, and one that really isn’t becoming for a comedian, who literally trades in monetisable shame. For me, this manifests day-to-day in microcosms. If someone uses a word that I don’t know the meaning of, for example, I will never ask what it means, even if it’s vital to understanding the sentence. I’ll bluff, like always, listing possible synonyms to their word while agreeing and following their frown or smile like ‘hotter’ or ‘colder’ clues. Sometimes I’ll go so far as to use the word myself, even if I’m using it facetiously, or whatever. The reality is, I’m jealous of the people who do ask, who know that curiosity is a virtue. When anyone asks me to explain anything, I am thrilled to get the opportunity to feel like an expert for a moment and watch someone learn something new first-hand. So it frustrates me no end that I can’t let myself be that person, when I know that person is someone everyone appreciates. It’s another example of my brain’s logic and rationale being at loggerheads with my emotions and instincts, and I find it absolutely salacious.


As I’ve gotten older, I’ve realised the people who shamelessly ask for clarity are a tiny minority, especially in Britain. We are a nation of face-savers, of David Brents, desperately trying to style everything out, claiming, ‘Yeah that’s what I’m saying,’ when proven wrong, pushing out our ‘resignation tended by mutual consent’ press releases after a brutal sacking. Constantly saying, ‘I meant to do that,’ and praying our bogus claims don’t go to VAR. So many of us immediately look to blame our failings on someone else, while simultaneously sharing self-help podcast clips to our Instagram stories that say, ‘It’s not about how many times you fall; it’s about how many times you pick yourself up.’ We like to think we can handle cringe more than Americans, but it’s not from any immunity to humiliation, it’s from the desperate gratitude that the humiliation is happening to someone else. Listen to how quickly an audience clap when a magician picks a volunteer from the audience. They’re not clapping for the individual, but from relief it’s someone, anyone, other than themselves. The purpose of the applause is to seal the deal. ‘There’s no backing out of it now, buddy, we’ve all clapped for you, you wouldn’t want us to have clapped for nothing, would you? That’s a contract, now get up there and stop Derren Brown throwing his dreaded frisbee in my direction for another fifteen minutes.’ When Band Aid sang, ‘Well, tonight, thank God, it’s them instead of you,’ they weren’t talking crudely about African poverty, they were referring to audience participation.


Brits literally celebrate humiliation, purely because it’s happening to someone else. Whether it’s an underperforming football team, a mugged-off stag-do attendee, a delusional Britain’s Got Talent contestant, a ‘hacked’ celeb accidentally exposing themselves on social media, or someone who has dropped a tray of pints in a pub. ‘Wa-hey!’ come the jovial cries of the onlookers, but what lies beneath the ‘wa-hey’ is a deep and visceral ‘It’s not me! I’m off the hook!’ So of course I feel the constant need to save face, I’m British. I dread to think of how many conversations I had with boys throughout my childhood about films neither of us had watched, but both pretended to have seen differing bits of, due to some sort of invisible social shame contract. A force field protecting you from being pointed and laughed at, at the enormous expense of ever making any meaningful connections.


Imagine, then, how it feels for someone this intent on avoiding humiliation and saving face from a young age to experience without a doubt the most stereotypically embarrassing moment possible, at undeniably the most difficult-to-deal-with age, at which peers actually did literally point and laugh.


In every school year, there are three to five boys who are small. The small boys. Smaller than all the other boys, smaller than most of the girls. I don’t think it’s going to be a major twist to reveal that I was one of them. I can hardly expect book-dropping gasps when my adult brand remains ‘little shit’. Sure, these days I am an extremely respectable, significantly above average five foot eleven inches. So secure in fact that I’m not even going to round up to the coveted six foot, but take pride in my five eleven, actually, thank you (having already rounded from five foot ten and a half). But I wouldn’t begrudge anyone reading this to secretly harbour the opinion that I do still seem small. That’s because smallness doesn’t leave you, even if you literally outgrow it. Small-boy energy isn’t a pencil marking on a door frame or a rollercoaster admissions requirement; it’s a feeling in your soul, a look on your face, an attitude you can’t mask, that follows you for ever.


There are ways to combat being small at school, of course, and we all fell into line spectacularly. There was Jed, who managed his smallness by being, oh, only the best in the year at football and a butter-wouldn’t-melt blond stunner who everyone fancied. Yeah, I think you’ll be fine, mate. Christ. Couldn’t have shared those attributes out a bit? On the other side of things, you had Stephen, who used his smallness to get into Joe Pesci style capers, setting things on fire and muttering to himself in corners, constantly on the cusp of expulsion, and explosion. Then there were a few dweebs who kept as quiet as possible and spent lunchtimes out of trouble in the library (as most small boys should). And finally me, who went for the A24 version of the story: be really pathetically in love with and overly romantic to every girl smaller than me, before trying on sarcasm and basing my entire personality around witty asides. It was a wisecracker’s life for me. Years spent making a constant stream of self-deprecating short jokes that show you’re thinking about this a lot more than anyone else gradually moulded into an affected cynicism used to mock everyone and everything. Obviously this wasn’t before picking a few popular bigger boys to stand permanently next to for ‘protection’, the Hammond to their Clarkson. That’s the real safe way to combat being short at school: standing on the shoulders of giants, if only to be able to see what’s going on.


It wasn’t just the height, but the babyface. I was still getting ID’d for paracetamol right up to the pandemic, when the mask covering my cheeky scamp ‘shine your shoes, missus’ gob and leaving my cold, dead, war-veteran eyes on display put a stop to that once and for all. I was twenty-nine. Until the act of trying to get to the microphone during ‘Scenes We’d Like To See’ on Mock the Week aged me several decades, I think my face was always about five or six years behind my age. How I managed to be let into nightclubs at seventeen with my older brother’s provisional driving licence claiming I was twenty, I’ll never know, given how much I looked like I was there to clean the chimney. I felt much more at home a few years earlier at the weird children’s nightclub they put on during half-term, ‘Baby Batchwood’. St Albans, near where I grew up, is home to a golf club called Batchwood which, four times a year, would turn its manor into a sticky-floor, multi-room, noughties R&B nightclub, with cheap VKs and, rather creepily, podiums for teenagers to dance on. I went to every single one. It was here that the combination of my height and babyface manifested into its final form. As all my friends, with their broad rugby shoulders and sprouting facial hair, used these nights to get off with girls, I used them to do silly dances to make girls laugh before they headed off to the seating area with someone who didn’t make them look like a nonce. It wasn’t even depressing, it was a choice. It was admitting defeat. There was no jeopardy in not looking cool in those moments, because my attempts to look cool would yield no results anyway. It was saving face before it needed saving. I was doing The Worm pre-emptively.


It’s no surprise, then, that my mum felt a bit protective of this little boy, adhering strictly to movie age ratings, writing notes to get me out of contact sports in PE, and repeatedly expressing that a single taste of a single drug would kill me on the spot. While I’m grateful for getting to sit out Year 9 rugby, I do sometimes wonder if the drug chat may have had any social consequences for me a few years later, but it’s impossible to know.


And I don’t blame her. She tried her best to encourage me to do practically everything else. It would’ve been a bit ‘Childline’ of her to tell me I’d ‘like it when I got there’ to the passenger seat of a drug dealer’s BMW. Of all the lessons parents learn from their own upbringing and pass down, ‘drugs are bad’ is probably one of the least toxic. But it’s a strange quirk of middle-class boomers that they see drugs as these extremely fatal weapons not to be messed with, despite being completely obsessed with alcohol. A sip of Dad’s wine as an adolescent was laughed off as a gentle bit of fun, while a cheeky pill at a concert today is still considered going completely off the rails. Warning someone against the dangers of drugs while knocking back the sort of units per week boomers do is like telling someone to stop smoking while holding a lit firework between your own butt cheeks. Unfortunately, my mum has never really been into booze either, or fireworks, so gets to retain the moral high ground yet again. Why are they always right?


All of this is to say that it had increased significance for me, being a self-conscious late bloomer obsessed with preventing embarrassment, when the aforementioned ‘most humiliating thing a person can experience’ happened to me at fourteen. I had my pants pulled down in front of my class. Classic.


If my approach to being a small boy was the coming-of-age movie trope, then of course this route-one humiliation cliché was part of the plot. At the vital age when pretty much all anyone talked about was pubes and penis size, and I spent my time masking my inadequacy in both with bravado and condescension, this was the only possible outcome.


On the last day of term, during afternoon registration, I stood up to do an impression of one of our year group when a cheeky outcast called Bobby saw an opportunity to yank down my trendily low-riding trousers, and with the momentum, my boxers followed them to the floor, landing in a heap with my dignity. I had been kegged. ‘Pantsed’, as they say in America. The reverse wedgie. My secret shame laid bare. So quick was I to cover myself up that the evidence was actually seen by very few, but this was school, where gossip spread like chickenpox. And true to the cookie-cutter nature of my teen-movie plot, one of the unlucky viewers just so happened to be the prettiest girl in school, Isabelle.


I wish this wasn’t true. I wish I could write something more original, but this is the truth. I don’t need to lie about having watched this movie. I lived it. Ask Isabelle Pritchard if she’s ever seen Rhys James. She’ll tell you with full confidence: ‘I’ve seen bits of him.’


It doesn’t get any more original as it goes on, I’m afraid, even though I responded to my debagging with a psychotic measured silence. In the face of the pointing and laughing I’d so dreaded, I very quietly bent down to pull up my pants, before returning down to my ankles to collect my trousers in a separate action. In hindsight, it feels like I was milking my moment. I walked over to my desk, slowly put on my jacket, picked up my bag and left the school, stopping briefly at the classroom door to turn back and look at my classmates, as though my character in this teen drama was finally moving out of his childhood home and wanted one final look (hand slaps door frame before slowly peeling away, camera pans out on unfurnished living room now full only of memories, ‘Closing Time’ by Semisonic plays).


Once I got out of the classroom, I raced home in a frantic stumble, like a late tornado. Nothing could get in my way, I had to get out of there. When there’s no saving-face left to do, you have to go nuclear and leave the situation entirely. I barged upstairs and paced around my bedroom, lying on my bed to stare unblinking at the ceiling for thirty seconds at a time before pacing around again. My parents were desperate to know what was going on, but I kept quiet, deciding instead to have a full internalised meltdown about how my peers would respond when the bell rang. What will they say? Will people believe it? Are they all going to laugh? Will it be spread with whispers and cruel pinky-finger gestures, or yelled across the playground town-crier style? How will my mates react? Why did I leave? Now I can’t deny, or control the narrative. But at least I can’t be betrayed by the look on my face. I’m an idiot. I’m a genius. My world was crashing down around me. It was over. Everything I’d built. Everything I’d worked for to combat my smallness. Lost. The smallness beneath had been exposed. The truth had been revealed. My hard-fought identity was evaporating from within. I searched for answers, desperately trying to get a sense of the public response in the pre-social media days of 10p texting. But I didn’t want to give anything away in case they didn’t know yet. I couldn’t type and delete and type again quick enough. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I was having a full-blown panic attack. It felt like I was trying to land a hot air balloon in a rush.
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