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      Prologue

      
      Picture the scene. It’s a cold and wet November in 1993 and two young men are stood in the cramped and smoky manager’s office
         of Tokyo Joe’s, a nightclub in Preston. It’s six o’clock in the evening, and they each take a pair of extremely baggy jeans
         and an ill-fitting Day-glo shirt out of their Head sports bag.
      

      
      
         They make their way towards the dancefloor, where a grumpy and overweight DJ is introducing them as the star attraction at
               the Tuesday-afternoon under-18s disco. Hidden behind the DJ booth, the young men take a quick peek at their audience. It’s
               predominantly made up of thirteen-year-old schoolgirls, some of whom have dragged their boyfriends along. The intrepid performers
               step out on to a sticky dancefloor and spend the next three and a half minutes miming to their one and only single, while
               dancing as best they can in shirts and jeans made for men twice their size. For the entire performance, the assembled schoolgirls
               let out ear-splitting screams, while their boyfriends offer a slightly different response: they hurl ice cubes and ashtrays
               – and, when they’ve run out of them, start spitting at the two young men.

      

      
      Exhausted from the effort of dodging such missiles while lip-synching, the two retreat to the manager’s office to get changed.
         One of them turns to the other, and says,
      

      
      
         ‘Why the hell do we do these things?’
         

      

      
      ‘Look on the bright side,’ the other one replies. ‘It’s one for the book.’

      
      
         Well, those two young men were us – Ant and Dec.

         And this is that book.

         Before we go any further, we should explain one thing: when you see words in italics, that’s me, Ant.

      

      
      And when you see them in bold, that’s me, Dec.

      
      
         So that’s Ant – italics.

      

      
      And Dec – bold.

      
      
         Got it? Good.

         This year, 2009, is the twentieth year the two of us have spent working together and, for the last two decades, whenever something
               embarrassing happens, whenever something we’re proud of happens, whenever something pinch-yourself-unbelievable happens, we
               turn to each other and say, ‘One for the book.’

      

      
      Whether it was attempting to do the Junior Great North Run in Newcastle dressed as Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, swinging
         punches at each other in a Torremolinos hotel lift, trying to talk our way out of singing a cappella in Indonesia, chastising
         John Lydon in the middle of an Australian rainforest, or pretending not to be drunk in front of Victoria Beckham and Eva Longoria,
         sometimes it seems like we’ve been saying ‘One for the book’ on a daily basis. In fact, we realized we’d said it so much,
         it was about time we actually wrote that book – so here it is.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      I lay on the sofa, and I just kept thinking the same thing:

      
      ‘It could have been me.

      
      It should have been me.

      
      I should have been the Geordie Racer.’
      

      
      What am I talking about? Well, picture, if you will, a little fella called Declan Donnelly. You’re thinking about how I look
         now, aren’t you? But I mean a smaller Declan Donnelly. Nope, smaller than that. That’s better. Think of a child who was desperate
         to be an actor. Well, in 1987, that was me, and that was when I went for my very first audition – for a children’s drama called
         Geordie Racer. It was part of the BBC schools programme Look and Read, which, as those of you who grew up in the eighties will recall, featured a strange floating figure called Wordy. If you
         didn’t grow up in the eighties, you’ll have no idea what I’m talking about – look it up on the internet. Not now though, you’ve
         only just started the book – honestly, what’s the matter with you?
      

      
      The hero of Geordie Racer was Spuggy Hilton. Apparently, ‘Spuggy’ is short for ‘sparrow’, and young Spuggy kept pigeons. I know, sparrows, pigeons,
         it’s not exactly The Bourne Ultimatum, but what can I say? It was the eighties – a time when stories were basic, tastes were simple and pigeons were at the heart
         of an entire drama.
      

      
      At the audition, I got down to the last two, which meant the Geordie Racer would be me, or… someone else. Then I got the phone call every actor dreads – the phone call telling me the other lad had
         got the part. I can’t remember his name now, I never met him, but if he’s reading this, well done for being a better pigeon-fancier
         than me.
      

      
      Not getting Geordie Racer broke my little heart, I don’t mind telling you. I cried for days – yes, days. You know what actors are like – and if you don’t, let me tell you: neurotic, insecure
         and self-obsessed. In short, I was born for it.
      

      
      Although, looking back, I think it was destiny I didn’t get the part of the kid who kept pigeons.

      
      
         Yeah, because every actor should experience rejection.

      

      
      No, because I’m terrified of birds – I don’t know what I was thinking; to this day I still can’t go near the ostriches during
         the Bushtucker Trials on I’m a Celebrity… Get Me out of Here! God knows how I would have managed to spend days on end surrounded by pigeons as a mere child.
      

      
      After that crushing rejection, I made a momentous decision: that was it – I was going to retire from acting. I was eleven.

      
      Then, something happened, something that changed my mind and enticed me back into the world of showbusiness. I got a letter.
         As you can imagine, it was exciting enough just to get a letter at that age – no one really writes to kids, after all. And
         this was no ordinary letter; it was from Sue Weeks, the producer of Geordie Racer. She wrote that, even though I hadn’t got the part, she thought I had something, that I could make it as an actor and that
         I should stick at it. She said I should try again if another part came up. That letter made a huge difference, someone had
         shown faith in me, and I made my second momentous decision: I was coming out of retirement. I was still eleven.
      

      
      
         He may have been sensitive enough to have his heart broken by rejection, but Dec’s story fails to mention one thing – he’s
               a complete and utter show-off, and always has been, which is why he was desperate to have the part. When it came to performing,
               I, on the other hand, wasn’t always so keen, and that’s because I like to think I’m a much more balanced individual. I’m probably
               not, but I like to think I am. Don’t get me wrong, I still performed as a child and, by the age of eleven, I had a complete
               set of impressions and jokes that went down a storm with the whole audience… of my mates… in the playground. Despite that,
               when it came to showing off in front of people I’d never met, things weren’t so easy. I was a bit like an old car – I needed a bit of a push
               to get going.

         That push came from my drama teacher, Lynne Spencer. Obviously she was Mrs Spencer at the time, but you can use teachers’
               first names once you’ve left school, can’t you?

         I used to love drama lessons, and Lynne constantly encouraged me, praised me, and then put me up for an audition without telling
               me. It was my first ever audition, and I beat one other kid to get the part.

      

      
      I knew it – you were the Geordie Racer…

      
      
         No, I wasn’t the Geordie Racer.
         

         My audition was for the BBC kids’ show Why Don’t You?, although I don’t think Lynne actually said, ‘Why Don’t You… audition for… Why Don’t You?’ That would’ve been silly and confusing. The producers went round schools all over Newcastle looking for kids to cast over
               the summer holidays, and so, when they arrived at my school, Rutherford Comprehensive, I decided to go for it. Or, to be more
               precise, Lynne decided I should go for it. As I stepped on to the stage in the assembly hall, I felt nervous, but at the same
               time I thought it was just a bit of a laugh, it wasn’t going to lead to anything. Plus, there were other people on the stage,
               so it wasn’t like everyone was looking at just me.

         For the audition, we had to improvise a scene for the producers, and the theme they gave us was transport.

         Reading this, you’re probably thinking, ‘Transport, eh? I wonder what the young Ant McPartlin did with that – was he the captain
               of a ship, perhaps? A racing driver maybe? Or even an airline pilot?

         Guess again.

         I was a drunk.

         What’s a drunk got to do with transport? You might well ask, but that was the genius of my performance: I was a drunk on a
               bus.

         Much to my surprise, I got the part. I’m not sure if the producers were drunk as well, but they gave me the job on Why Don’t You?, and suddenly my career was on its way.

         Along with the other kids in Why Don’t You?, I spent the summer filming on a double-decker bus, although I never once got to pretend to be drunk on that bus, which seemed a shame after my audition. But it was brilliant: I learnt lines, I performed to camera, and I felt like
               I’d well and truly arrived, which – being on a bus that constantly moved around – I often had.

         I was convinced I’d found my calling; I would perform for the rest of my life. Then, one earth-shattering event changed all
               of that. I went back to school.

         On Why Don’t You?, I’d often been the butt of the jokes, and had been portrayed as a bit of an idiot, and that didn’t help when I was back in
               class. The other kids were jealous, and they teased me. A lot. They’d call me a knob, or an idiot, or say they’d ‘seen me
               acting like a tit on the telly’. To be honest, it put me off the idea of performing. It’s that thing that’s happened to us
               all at one time or another in our schooldays: you get teased for something – it could be a stupid question you ask a teacher
               or a pair of trousers you’re wearing – and you grow to hate that thing, it makes you want to make sure you never do it again.
               Well, that was how I felt about performing. So I stopped going for auditions.

      

      
      Meanwhile, I was doing slightly more low-key gigs although, by this point, it has to be said, I was a hugely experienced performer.
         I had a CV that included dancing on stage at the Tyneside Irish Centre, singing on stage at the Tyneside Irish Centre and
         even telling jokes on stage at the Tyneside Irish Centre. I don’t know if I’ve mentioned it, but my parents ran the Tyneside
         Irish Centre.
      

      
      In fact, while I’m here, why don’t I give you a bit of autobiographical information about the Donnelly family? After all,
         if you can’t be autobiographical in an autobiography, where can you be?
      

      
      My mam and dad, Anne and Alphonsus, came to Newcastle from Ireland in 1958. My dad’s always been known as Fonsey, a bit like
         the character, Fonzie, in Happy Days, although he doesn’t wear a leather jacket and hang out in American diners, it’s just an abbreviation. I’ve got six – yes,
         six – brothers and sisters, and I’m the youngest. From the oldest down, they are Patricia, who was born in the Mid-Ulster Hospital,
         Magherafelt, Northern Ireland in 1961, then Eamonn, Martin, Dermott, Moyra and Camalia who, like me, were all born in Newcastle. Even though she’s the next up, there’s still five years between Camalia
         and me, which means I really am the baby of the family. We grew up in a council house in Cruddas Park in the west end of Newcastle,
         which had three bedrooms, and you don’t need to be a property expert or a maths genius to work out that three bedrooms and
         nine people equals a bit of a squeeze. The four boys were in two sets of bunk beds in one room, the three girls were in another,
         and my mam and dad had the third room – it was just like The Waltons, but in Newcastle.
      

      
      I had different relationships with each of my brothers and sisters: growing up, I annoyed them all in very different ways.
         As the eldest, Patricia was like a second mam to me, and she would always baby-sit. Eamonn took me to my first football match
         and, though Martin moved away to work as a joiner when I was quite young, he’s someone I’ve had a great relationship with
         since I’ve got older. Dermott was away training to be a priest, so I’d only really see him in school holidays, when we’d have
         a real laugh together. Later on, when I was about fourteen, I did briefly consider following in his footsteps, and the footsteps
         of my Godfather, Father O’Connell, and becoming a priest. Then I got the bus home from school one day and it was full of lasses
         from the local girls’ school, Sacred Heart. I knew right there and then that the priesthood wasn’t for me. Anyway, back to
         the family – I’m assured it’s just a coincidence that two of my three brothers left home when I was young, but I’ve got my
         suspicions. With Moyra and Camalia, I was the stereotypical younger brother, hanging around, annoying them when they had friends
         round and generally being a pain in the neck – it’s in the contract when you’re the youngest, isn’t it?
      

      
      You’d often find the Donnelly clan at the Tyneside Irish Centre on a Saturday night and so, as I say, that was where I had
         my earliest performing experiences. I’d usually get up on stage and do a bit of breakdancing – it was the obvious artistic
         choice for a kid from Newcastle in an Irish Club. I’d do my turn and then go round with an ashtray, which would get filled up with loose change. Yes, the customers of the Irish Centre
         would all pay good money to keep me off that stage.
      

      
      Fortunately, with so many brothers and sisters; I always had a readymade audience at home. My family would always encourage
         me, saying, ‘Do that dance again,’ ‘Sing that song,’ or ‘Watch out for the coffee table.’ You know that old cliché about the
         youngest in a big family having to shout the loudest to get everyone’s attention, being willing to do anything to get noticed
         and just wanting people to look at them? Well, I’d say that just about summed me up as a child. The showing off’s starting
         to make sense now, isn’t it?
      

      
      That desire to perform made me a bit different from the other children, or, as they’re known in the North-east, bairns. Growing
         up on a council estate in the west end of Newcastle in the eighties, it wasn’t normal for kids to try and hog the limelight,
         not unless you count playing football or jumping ramps on your BMX.
      

      
      There was a real sense of community in Cruddas Park. My uncle Frank and auntie Mary lived just around the corner, two doors
         down from us, with all my cousins. One of them, Ciaran, who’s a couple of years younger than me, was my best mate. He was
         the perfect friend – generous, a good laugh and, best of all, a couple of inches shorter than me. I still see him at family
         gatherings now, but we don’t get together as often as I’d like to. Maybe we should get a couple of BMXs and hit the streets
         for old times’ sake. Back then, there were kids constantly playing on the streets, and people would always be looking out
         for the bairns. Obviously I’ve got my rose-coloured spectacles on here, but I promise I’ll take them off soon. When we were
         kids, the summers seemed longer, there was always a game of British Bulldog or Headers and Volleys going on, and Cruddas Park
         was a great place to grow up. I honestly wouldn’t have changed a single thing about it. Which is just as well because, unless
         I invent a time machine, I won’t be able to.
      

      
      
      
         Although I didn’t have an Irish Centre, or an ashtray full of loose change, there are similarities in our childhoods – for
               a start, I also grew up in the west end of Newcastle, within about a mile or two of where Dec grew up. I spent the first couple
               of years of my life in a flat in Westerhope with my mam Christine and dad Raymond and, when I was two, my little sister Sarha
               (pronounced Sarah) came along. We needed more space, so we moved into a three-bedroom council house on a cul-de-sac in Fenham.
               My nanna and granda, Kitty and Willy, who were my mam’s parents, lived opposite us, and me and Sarha would always go to their
               house after school for a cup of milky coffee and, if we were lucky, a Tunnock’s tea cake. We were only allowed one, because,
               as any child knows, ‘any more would have spoiled our tea’. Nanna Kitty was Irish. She was a Liverpool fan, thanks to her Irish
               roots, but she loved Newcastle United too, and I used to love watching the football with her. As for Granda, when I was growing
               up, we used to play in his garage and garden all the time, and he was, without a doubt, the most honest, kind and genuine
               man I’ve ever met. One of my biggest regrets is that my granda never lived to see how things have turned out for me. Him and
               my nanna were great with me and Sarha – what is it about grandparents that means they never, ever lose their temper with their
               grandchildren? My nanna and granda never, ever had a cross word for me and our Sarha.

         When I was eight, my parents separated. I was old enough to know it was on the cards, and my mam and dad tried to work things
               out, but in the end my dad moved out and I didn’t see him for a few years. He later had a daughter, Emma, with a woman called
               Maxine and, although Emma is technically my half sister, Sarha and me class her as our sister and we all see a lot of each
               other. In 1985, two years after my parents split, my mam met the man who’s now her husband, Davey Woodhall. I liked Davey
               straight away, because he made my mam happy, and that was the only thing that mattered to me. He also treated me like an adult
               – he never asked me to call him Dad; he was always ‘Davey’ to me. When him and my mam met, Davey already had a daughter, Nicola,
               who’s four years older than me, and a son, Robbie, who’s four years my junior. Are you keeping up? There’ll be questions at
               the end.

         Like Dec, I’ve got really fond memories of my childhood. After my dad left, my granda became like a father figure to me, and
               I loved growing up in Fenham. There was a real sense of community there too, and that gives me and Dec one other thing in common – the ability
               to sound like we’re eighty years old when we talk about our youth. In the summer, we’d go to my auntie’s caravan in Amble,
               which was about thirty miles away, with my grandparents, and everything just seemed so simple and happy. In case you’re wondering,
               me and Dec are sharing the rose-coloured spectacles.

         I had the same four best mates for most of my childhood – Ginger (real name Craig Jobling); Athey, aka Paul Athey; Goody,
               who’s Paul Goodwin; and Boppa, or Stephen Robson to his family, the teachers, or anyone else who was telling him off. (Just
               to make things confusing, Athey also had ginger hair, but two people nicknamed Ginger would have been too much.) I was very
               fortunate to have such great friends, and also to be the only one without a nickname. These days, I see Ginger occasionally,
               and I’m still really close to the other three. We used to hang around at the chippy in Fenham, because it was an equal distance
               from where we all lived, and because everything it sold was either deep-fried or fizzy – two very important qualities for
               any growing lad.

         One thing me and all my mates had in common was very strong mothers. Most of us came from single-parent families, and the
               mams ruled the roost. If there was trouble at school, they went down there to sort it out, and a lot of them would work two
               or three jobs. I was really close to my mam, growing up. We had a fantastic relationship, and I’m proud to say we still do.

         I’ve got so many happy memories of my childhood, although I did start early on the rocky road to romance. My first kiss was
               with a girl called Gillian, who lived at the top of my street. I must have been about ten, and me and Gillian were ‘playing
               out’, a phrase you don’t hear so much these days, but a pastime that was a big hit in the seventies and eighties. It basically
               means going out into the street and playing games. When we’d finished playing out, Gillian asked me in to hers for a glass
               of juice.

      

      
      Oh yeah, the old ‘glass of juice’ line, eh?

      
      
         We went up to her room and she sort of stuck her lips on mine. Despite my tender years, I instantly felt very grown up, and
               I also assumed that, because we’d had a snog, Gillian was now my girlfriend – and the best thing about that was that I could brag to my mates about it. Imagine my shock, a few days later, when I heard Gillian had
               been snogging other boys too. I wasn’t particularly heartbroken, just confused. Fortunately, Athey, who was the first person
               I’d told about me and Gillian, cleared it up for me.

      

      
      
         ‘Did you ever ask her to be your girlfriend?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Then she’s not your girlfriend and she can kiss who she likes.’

      

      
      
         Gillian had played me like a violin and, between her and Athey, I learnt some serious life lessons that day.

      

      
      As for me, I made the big leap from the Irish Centre to the telly thanks to the local paper. My dad has always read the Evening Chronicle, and I’d often look at the Newcastle United news in it. One night, as I sat on my BMX beanbag, I noticed something very interesting
         – an article that said the BBC were going to shoot a new children’s drama in Newcastle. After some encouragement from my mam
         and my sister Camalia, I did what any confident, precocious twelve-year-old would do in that situation – I rang them and asked
         for an audition. I can still remember taking the big cream phone out of the hallway and into the living room to make the call.
         Strangely, the woman at the BBC, who’d obviously had the life bothered out of her all day by kids who’d seen the article,
         hadn’t heard of Declan Donnelly, the famous kid who nearly got Geordie Racer, so I had to act as my own agent. But I cut a very good deal with myself – I took 15 per cent of my own earnings.
      

      
      The BBC woman told me to write to the producer and send a photo. Again, my mam and Camalia were really supportive and helped
         me. I can’t remember exactly what I said in that letter, but I’m pretty sure it included the words ‘Irish Centre’, ‘dancing’
         and ‘ashtray’.
      

      
      I got a letter back from the BBC a few weeks later. Basically, it said, ‘Don’t call us, we’ll call you.’ It sounded to me
         like they were trying to palm me off and, I don’t mind telling you, I considered retiring again.
      

      
      Then, a few days later, there was a phone call informing me I had an audition – the programme was called Byker Grove – and I was to go to the BBC in Newcastle the following week.
      

      
      They sent me a few pages of script through the post to learn, and I went along to the audition. At the end of it, after I’d
         recited those carefully learnt words in front of a hastily assembled video camera, they said they’d like me to come back on
         Saturday for the shortlist day, where I’d be reading again – this time for the part of Winston.
      

      
      
         I can’t picture you as Winston – you’ll always be Duncan to me…

      

      
      The shortlist day turned out to be a full drama workshop. It was horrendous. I was incredibly nervous, and it all felt a bit
         pretentious and actor-y to me – plus, I was one of the youngest there, which didn’t help. I might’ve been a natural show-off,
         but that didn’t mean I enjoyed pretending to be a tiny acorn growing into a huge oak tree. It seemed more like Gardeners’ World than Byker Grove. By the end of it, I was practically wearing a cravat and calling everyone ‘luvvee’.
      

      
      I got home and just lay on the sofa, thinking about how awful it had been, convinced I was never going to get the part and
         that I’d been an idiot all along to think I would.
      

      
      The phone rang later that evening. It was the producer, and he said, unfortunately, they weren’t going to offer me the part
         of Winston. I knew it. I was just about to inform him not to consider me for any future opportunities in showbusiness as I
         would be retiring forthwith, when he asked if I would be interested in playing the part of Duncan.
      

      
      I immediately said yes, in a voice that was supposed to sound cool, calm and collected but came out squeaky, high-pitched
         and over-excited. My family were thrilled too. As far as we knew, none of the Donnellys had been on telly before, and they
         were all very proud of me.
      

      
      
      Right there and then I started a glamorous new life, a life where I, Declan Donnelly, pretended to be someone called Duncan
         for a few hours every week. This was the break I’d been waiting for since Geordie Racer: I was on the first rung of the acting ladder, and it meant I got to do what I did best – show off – and this time for a
         living.
      

      
      But Duncan needed one more thing to really make his part come alive, something that wouldn’t arrive till series two. Something,
         or rather someone, called PJ.
      

      
      
         For those of you without an encyclopaedic knowledge of Byker Grove, my character, PJ, was a maverick, this kid was a rebel, and it was often said that the Grove was never the same after PJ arrived.

      

      
      Who said that?

      
      
         Me, mainly.

         Thanks to Lynne Spencer, the teacher who’d encouraged me to audition for Why Don’t You?, I’d had an audition for the second series of Byker Grove. Even though I’d decided I wasn’t keen on performing after Why Don’t You?, Lynne had given me yet another push. The audition was at school, and I had a plan – turn up, do the audition, not get the
               part and forget about the whole thing. My plan was, however, foiled, when the producers sent a letter to my house asking to
               see me again. The idea of another audition put all sorts of questions in my head: Would I have the courage to go through with
               it? Would I still get teased at school? And did they even have a drunken bloke on a bus in Byker Grove?

         The second audition was held at an old stately home called the Mitre, in Benwell, where Byker Grove was filmed, so I thought I could get away with not turning up – because it wasn’t at school, Lynne wouldn’t be there, so I
               could just say I was sick, or the dog had eaten my letter, or something else equally mature. I hid the letter from my mam
               and only told my mate Ginger about it, and that’s when fate intervened. Or rather Ginger did, because he was the one who let
               my mam know what I’d done.

         My mam went mad, and rang the producers to tell them I’d definitely be at the audition. She took me down there herself and, when we arrived, she was brilliant, she said, ‘Right, now it’s up
               to you. If you want to do it, do it. If you don’t like the experience, that’s fine, but at least give yourself a chance.’

         So I did the audition, in a little darkened room at the Mitre, and I remember thinking, ‘This place isn’t even in Byker. They’re crafty, these TV people.’

         I’d learnt two pieces of script – one as PJ, and one as a different character and, of course, I always had a drunk up my sleeve
               – not literally, but you know what I mean. And, just like the audition for Why Don’t You?, I was nervous, but unlike the audition for Why Don’t You?, I was also terrified. This was a whole different kettle of fish to the auditions I’d faced at school.

         Even now, when we watch kids audition for Britain’s Got Talent, it takes me and Dec back to our first auditions, because we know exactly what they are going through. Although if, by some
               strange twist of fate, Simon Cowell had been at the Mitre that day, I’m not sure I’d have made it – but we’ll come to The
               Prince Of Darkness later in the book.

         I got through the audition without any major disasters, went home and, later that day, the producer rang the house and offered
               me the part of a character called Robert.

         I was over the moon. I’d gone from feeling fairly lukewarm about it all to being ecstatic. I’d seen the first series of Byker Grove, so I knew it was a much bigger deal than Why Don’t You? It was a proper acting job, with long-term prospects, so I thought it would be worth putting up with any hassle I might get
               at school. When I got the news, me, my mam and Sarha indulged in the traditional celebration of running round the sofa and
               screaming.

         Then the phone rang again. I thought, ‘That’ll probably be Steven Spielberg, he’s heard about Why Don’t You? and now Byker Grove, he’s probably about to cast me as the new Indiana Jones or something.’ To my surprise, it wasn’t Steven Spielberg, it was
               the producer of Byker Grove. They’d changed their mind – they didn’t want to offer me the part of Robert, after all. My heart sank, until he said they’d
               like to offer me the part of PJ – PJ the DJ. I thought, ‘PJ the DJ? That sounds cheesy,’ but of course I took it and, as soon
               as I put the phone down, I did what any other twelve-year-old would have done in that situation: three more laps of the sofa.

      

      
      
      I think the way we got into Byker Grove also tells you something about our different personalities. I know what you’re thinking, but don’t worry, we’re not about
         to get all deep and psychological, this is just a quick observation.
      

      
      I jumped straight in and couldn’t wait to get going, and that’s what I’m like with people – I’m happy to talk to almost anyone,
         being what’s technically known as a complete show-off.
      

      
      
         I, on the other hand, took my time to decide acting was for me, I wasn’t sure at first, and I suppose that does reflect my
               personality. Even now, I never jump straight into things – except swimming pools – I always reserve judgement and take my
               time. If you don’t believe me, it took me twenty minutes just to come up with that sentence.

         I think there’s a lesson there for everyone reading this book – if you ever bump into us two, talk to Dec, he’s much better
               with new people than I am.

      

      
      We had our parts, and we were ready to go. Just to refresh your memory, and our memories for that matter, Byker Grove was a weekly kids’ drama on BBC1 set in a youth club in, well, Byker, which is a real area in the east end of Newcastle.
         Most of the characters were aged between twelve and sixteen, and the series ran from 1989 to 2006, although, obviously, the
         actors changed, otherwise you’d have had a load of people in their thirties going to a youth club, and that would definitely
         have damaged the show’s credibility.
      

      
      So, it’s the late eighties, we’ve got our first proper acting jobs, and nothing was going to stop us making a go of our new
         careers.
      

      
      
         Well, nothing except a complete lack of any genuine acting experience…

      

      
   
      
      
      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      
         I turned up on my first day at Byker Grove absolutely terrified, and I noticed there was a pattern emerging here:

      

      
      
         Audition for Why Don’t You? – nervous.

         Audition for Byker Grove – scared.

         First day at Byker Grove – absolutely terrified.

      

      
      
         Between you and me, I was starting to think it might be some sort of allergic reaction to performing. I considered having
               a stiff drink to steady my nerves, but then I realized I was thirteen years old, so I took a deep breath and headed into the
               Mitre.

         I walked into a big room where all the cast were and immediately felt intimidated. There were teenage actors everywhere, all
               laughing, swapping stories and generally having a great time. Most of them had been together for series one, so they’d already
               formed friendships, whereas the only relationship I had with them was based on watching them on the telly on a Tuesday afternoon.
               And even then I sometimes used to watch Children’s Ward on ITV instead…

      

      
      How could you?

      
      
         I know, I’m sorry.

         They really were a daunting bunch – they were all mates and, in my eyes, they were famous.

      

      
      Oh yeah, having been in series one of Byker Grove together, we were huge celebrities – it was like a Geordie Ocean’s Eleven.

      
      
         Lyndyann Barrass, aka Spuggie, was there – I’ll never forget that shock of red hair. There was Sally McQuillan, who played
               Donna; she was the Queen Bee. Jill Halfpenny, who went on to bigger and better things, was also in the room. Like I say, I found them all
               very intimidating. The weirdest thing of all was that, for the entire day, we didn’t do any filming. I didn’t know it when
               I arrived, but the whole thing was designed as an ice-breaker to welcome the new kids, and with me, well, let’s just say there
               was a lot of ice to break – a pickaxe would have come in handy.

         We all sat in a big circle with Dee Wood, one of the chaperones, and played word-association games. I didn’t have a clue what
               was going on. The only word I could associate with the whole thing was ‘cringiness’. After that, we moved on to a game that
               they all knew and I didn’t, called, ‘I went to the shops and I bought…’, where you had to recite a shopping list. Or something.
               I was so confused, I nearly popped out to Tesco when it was my turn.

         Of course, this was the first time me and Dec met. People often ask us about that first meeting, and you probably think it
               was this magical moment where we instantly connected, immediately hit it off and then started finishing each other’s…

      

      
      … sentences.

      
      
         But it wasn’t…

      

      
      … like that at all.

      
      
         That first day was terrible. It couldn’t have been scarier if I’d been walking into the Royal Shakespeare Company as the new
               Hamlet.

         As you can imagine, I felt like a complete stranger on the edge of the group. And there was a good reason for that: I was a complete stranger on the edge of the group.

      

      
      I just thought you were a grumpy bugger.

      
      In fact, I still think you’re a grumpy bugger.

      
      
         Pretty soon we were all talking to each other – you know what kids are like, they’ll talk to anyone, especially when adults
               force them to. The first thing I noticed about Dec was how small and young-looking he was, and we quickly got chatting about a subject we both had
               in common, something that’s caused us tears, pain and no end of misery over the years: following Newcastle United. We also
               bonded over the fact that we were both from the west end – a lot of the other kids on Byker Grove were from other parts of the North-east, whereas we lived fairly close to each other.

         I must say that, on the whole, everyone was really nice to me. I must say that because some of them might be reading this…

         But, as I said, there wasn’t a magical moment where Dec and me bonded and decided to spend the rest of our lives together.

      

      
      You make us sound like a married couple.

      
      
         Don’t be ridiculous, married couples spend every waking minute together, always know what the other one’s thinking and constantly
               bicker with each other.

      

      
      No they don’t.

      
      
         Yes they do.

      

      
      No they don’t. Look, what did we say? Not in the book…

      
      
         Okay, okay.

         As well as the kids who’d been in series one, there were also professionals, grown-up actors. People like ‘Little’ Billy Fane,
               who played Geoff, the youth leader in charge of the Grove.

         Thanks to a long career in local theatre and panto, plus some TV work, Billy was a household name in the North-east. Our parents
               knew who he was, and the two of us certainly looked up to him.

         Although, back then, we looked up to most people – we were even smaller than we are now…

      

      
      Byker Grove was a very well-run production, very professional, and a lot of that was down to Matthew Robinson, the producer. To us, he was the godfather of the whole thing. Don’t get me wrong, he didn’t put a horse’s head in PJ’s bed or anything,
         but you knew he was definitely in charge. He directed the first six episodes and a lot of the following series, and he always
         had a bit of an aura about him. For a start; he’d come up from London or, to give it its proper title in Geordie, ‘that London’,
         or if you’re over eighteen, ‘that bloody London’. He’d worked on EastEnders, during the golden era of Den, Angie and, of course,
         Ethel’s little Willy, and that immediately impressed everyone.
      

      
      
         And, let’s be honest, impressing people with a little Willy isn’t easy…

      

      
      When Matthew started on Byker Grove, he made a major announcement: no stage-school kids. Because he’d worked on EastEnders, whenever he made a major announcement
         it was followed by the sound of drums going duff, doof, duff, dufff, duff d-d-d-d-doof. That was the EastEnders theme tune,
         by the way, which isn’t easy to type. Matthew was adamant that he wanted children from real, working-class backgrounds like
         ours, and that was really admirable.
      

      
      
         Matthew taught me, Dec and the rest of the cast so much, including how to actually act, which, looking back, is kind of vital
               when you’re making a drama. He also taught us how to use pauses… which… was… great.

         See? I’ve still got it.

         Pacing yourself was really important, because when you first get a group of kids reading a script together, it all sounds
               like this:

         ‘HeyPJfancygoingtothegrovetoseeSpuggieandhaveawater fightbeforewegototheshopsintown?’

      

      
      He also taught us how to work together as actors, and how to get the mood of a scene right. And when you have huge storylines,
         like going to the shops in town, or going to the shops near the Grove, that kind of stuff is crucial. It’s got to be done
         with gravitas, with impact and with emphasis – in all the right places.
      

      
      
      Imagine the bit in Empire Strikes Back when Darth Vader tells Luke Skywalker he’s his dad – it was like that, but with shops.
      

      
      
         Matthew had the patience of a saint – and he needed it, working with a bunch of hyperactive kids who’d never really done any
               acting before. He also lived and breathed Byker Grove, and he really took to Newcastle as a city. After about a year there, he could even speak some of the language. He would also
               be careful not to go on about London – sorry, ‘that London’ – all the time.

      

      
      The most important and valuable thing Matthew taught us, though, was professionalism. He treated us all like adults and made
         sure we understood that, when you were filming, you were at work, and time was money. We might have been kids, but we were
         getting paid, and there was a word for what we were doing. It was called a job, and he made sure none of us forgot that.
      

      
      
         That’s something that Dec and I have tried to maintain throughout our career: wherever we’ve worked and whatever we’ve done,
               we’ve always tried to be professional. Whether we’ve succeeded is another matter, but we’re always trying. And I know the
               people we work with now agree with that. We often overhear them saying that we’re both really, really trying…

      

      
      I also think that attitude has helped us two as a double act. If I’d been through Byker Grove and Ant hadn’t, or vice versa, our partnership would have been very different.
      

      
      The main reason for that is that we probably would never have met. Trust me, I’ve been doing this a long time now, and one
         of the hardest things in showbusiness is to form a double act with someone you’ve never met – in fact, it’s almost impossible.
      

      
      
         We owe Matthew and Byker Grove a huge debt and, these days, whenever we get complimented on our professionalism, we both think about Matthew and the whole Byker team, and how we’ve got them to thank for that.

         We don’t thank them out loud, obviously, we prefer to sit back and take all the credit ourselves, but we think it, and that’s
               the important thing.

      

      
      Seriously, though, we do want to say a big thank-you to every single person we worked with on Byker Grove. They laid the foundations for the rest of our career, and everything we learnt from them still helps us to this day.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      Chapter 3

            
      At the end of the first series, Matthew told me that the role of Duncan was going to get bigger and, naturally, I couldn’t
         wait to find out what kind of heavyweight storylines I’d be tackling. After all, I was a professional actor now, and I was
         desperate to show what I could do. I was waiting to discover what my first big, emotionally demanding story would be – and
         then, at last, all was revealed: I was going to be addicted to arcade games.
      

      
      Not even fruit machines, arcade games. Duncan was supposed to be sensible, he’d often be the voice of reason, but this storyline
         showed how even the most level-headed lad could be sucked into the murky world of arcade-game addiction. It wasn’t exactly
         gritty social drama, but I suppose it beat the water fights I’d been confined to in series one.
      

      
      In order to successfully convey my addiction, I had to go to the Metro Centre, a huge shopping centre in Gateshead, and play
         the driving game Chase HQ in one of the arcades there. I say ‘play’, but actually I’d just stand there, with a camera pointed at me, while I pretended to be chasing a criminal in a black Porsche 928. I didn’t even get to play for real. I was bored stiff. I was actually jealous
         of the kids who were just there for a day at the arcades. Meanwhile, the grumpy bugger had scored a big juicy storyline right
         from the start.
      

      
      
         I was setting up a pirate radio station. Just to be clear, that’s not a radio station for pirates – it wasn’t called Shiver
               Me Timbers FM, it was an illegal radio station.

      

      
      I couldn’t believe it. I’d spent series one earning my stripes – a day at the Grove here, a trip to the fair there, and this
         new kid was straight into pirate radio. It was a much cooler story than anything I’d been involved in, and it showed what an edgy,
         risk-taking kind of guy this PJ really was. Part of me thought, ‘That’s great, Ant’s got a big story, I’m really chuffed for
         him,’ but the other 99 per cent of me thought, ‘That’s awful, Ant’s got a big story, I think I hate him.’
      

      
      In the end, Duncan was saved from the jaws of those evil arcades, and Declan was saved from the jaws of boredom. Geoff came
         and found him and persuaded him to go back to the Grove, putting a friendly arm round his shoulders and saying, ‘Come on,
         Duncan, lad, let’s get you home.’ That was one of his many catchphrases, along with, ‘Come on, PJ, lad, let’s get you home,’
         and of course, ‘Come on, Spuggie, lass, let’s get you home.’ That was Geoff all over – he was always there to save you when
         you did something stupid, like pretending to play arcade games for hours on end. Although he could be strict too. There was
         one episode where all the lads went up to the attic in the Grove for a party, and he said, ‘No funny business, mind, or yous’ll
         all be down quicker than the first pint on a Friday night.’ It was one of the finest lines in the history of TV drama.
      

      
      The pirate-radio storyline was when PJ and Duncan had their first scenes together. The characters met when Duncan and the
         lads turned up at a radio station to record an advert for a jumble sale at the Grove. The ‘script’ they’d put together was
         pretty dull, but PJ the DJ turned it into…
      

      
      
         ‘Bargain’s bestsellers in bric-a-brac down at Byker Grove, I–I don’t believe it! Yes, they’re giving them away, well, almost
               – at the big, big Byker Grove bonanza – sale starts at two o’clock, so bowl on down to Byker Grove!’

      

      
      
         With that kind of verbal dexterity, it’s no wonder I became a rapper in later life.

         At the time, PJ was dressed in the coolest clothes around – Troop trainers, a cap and an 8-Ball jacket. I was wearing other
               stuff too, they wouldn’t have let anyone on kids TV dressed in nothing but trainers, a cap and a jacket – I would’ve got done
               for indecent exposure. But you get the picture.

      

      
      
      From then on, the characters became friends and, pretty quickly, so did me and Ant.

      
      
         I suppose in a way that was the start of our double act, although, even then, we didn’t know that PJ and Duncan would end
               up going together like bacon and eggs, bangers and mash, or fish and chips.

      

      
      All right, they get the point; you’re making me hungry…

      
      
         There was one defining moment that kickstarted our friendship properly, and it was all due to a deadly combination of Fred
               Flintstone and Newcastle United. I sent Dec a Christmas card in December of 1990 that said, ‘Have a Yabba-Dabba-Doo Christmas’
               – I know, I know, but it was part of a multipack, okay? And I was only fifteen. Inside, it just said, ‘Happy Christmas, mate
               – have a good one. PS Fancy going to the Swindon match on Boxing Day?’ We went to the game, and it was the first time we’d
               socialized outside of Byker Grove gatherings. Boxing Day 1990 was our first date.

      

      
      Newcastle drew 1–1 with Swindon, thanks to a goal from Mickey Quinn. Before the match, we enjoyed the same pre-match routine
         as most teenage lads in Newcastle – meet at Grey’s Monument in the centre of town at one o’clock on a Saturday afternoon,
         walk round the clothes shops on High Bridge looking at stuff we couldn’t afford, go to Greggs the Bakers for a pasty, then
         get inside the ground, at the Gallowgate end, nice and early, so we could get a good spot. And then, at five to three, when
         all the big blokes came out of The Strawberry, a pub near the ground, lose our spot and get thrown about the terraces.
      

      
      
         Back on Byker Grove, a pattern quickly emerged. PJ and Duncan, along with their mates on the show – Fraser, played by John Jefferson; Lee, portrayed
               by Rory Gibson; Speedy, aka Steven Bradley; and Craig Reilly, who was Winston – provided light relief to the main stories.
               While the girls would deal with issues like teenage pregnancy or child abuse, we’d be involved in trying to work out if the
               Grove was haunted.

      

      
      
      Which, by the way, it wasn’t – it was Paget the gypsy all along. That plot typified the relationship between PJ and Duncan.
         PJ was a maverick – he liked pranks and harebrained schemes – while Duncan was more level-headed. PJ wanted to break into
         the Grove and spend the night in there ghost-hunting, while Duncan suggested picking the locks. He was like the logistics
         man, definitely PJ’s partner in crime, but much calmer. In another early episode, Duncan discovered a ‘listening device’ and
         planted it in the girls’ toilets. He was a proper little James Bond, only without the flash cars. Or the girls. Or the licence
         to kill. It was more a licence to listen to girls and pick locks, really.
      

      
      
         When we weren’t chasing ghosts, or gypsies posing as ghosts, we were involved in yet more gritty social drama, like putting
               on a magic show when PJ decided to raise money for Robert’s physiotherapy. Dec sawed a girl in half – not for real, obviously,
               he did it via the gift of magic.

         In the same magic show I rode a unicycle – don’t ask me what’s magical about that, because I don’t know. All I do know is
               that it meant going to a church hall in Jesmond – a posh part of Newcastle – every Wednesday night and hanging around with
               a bunch of people from the circus who wore tie-dye clothes, had dreadlocks and were all juggling while smoking roll-ups. They
               were multi-skilled; I’ll give them that. I was in my hoodie and baseball cap, listening to loads of rap music at the time,
               and I would have given my right arm to saw someone in half, if you know what I mean.

         As well as the acting itself, which as you’ve gathered, was pretty high-octane stuff, there were so many other reasons to
               enjoy Byker Grove – the buzz of being on set, the joy of getting sent scripts but, more than any of that, there was something that gave us both
               a huge amount of pleasure and satisfaction.

      

      
      Time off school.

      
      
         The more scenes we were in, the more time off we had. There were rules about how many days a week you were allowed to miss
               – I think the maximum was three – and it was brilliant.

         Just stop now and imagine that you’re thirteen years old and you can miss three days a week of school.

         Nothing could have made us happier. Well, maybe five days a week off school, but there was no need to be greedy.

      

      
      Obviously, there was a tutor at Byker Grove, and by law we had to do three and a half hours’ schoolwork every day on set. The tutor would liaise with your teachers,
         get your course work and blah blah blah, who are we kidding?
      

      
      We got time off school.

      
      We tried our damndest to do as little schoolwork as possible, although we did both manage to get an excellent education in
         one subject – playing pool. There was a table in the actors’ green room at the Mitre, so we’d take the chance to play whenever
         we had a spare ten minutes between scenes.
      

      
      
         Realistically, we couldn’t have done a lot of homework on set because we’d be out and about so much for filming, and that
               had its downsides. Doing scenes in the west end of Newcastle, for example, wasn’t always easy. In fact, it was never easy.
               If you were shooting on the street, you’d often get kids hurling abuse at you. They’d use the kind of shocking, foul and disgusting
               language that, up until then, we’d only ever heard coming out of each other’s mouths. One of their favourite tricks was to
               wait until the director shouted ‘Action!’ and then shout ‘Wankers!’ at the top of their voice.

         It would always be left to some poor runner or work-experience girl to go over and politely ask them to be quiet. They’d always
               say, ‘Aye, no problem, pet, no problem,’ and then, of course, the minute the director shouted ‘Action!’ again, they’d start
               yelling ‘Wankers!’ again.

         Looking back, it’s actually quite funny but, back then, it was… actually, it was quite funny back then too – but it wasn’t
               the only disruption we had to deal with.

         Me and Dec were filming a scene next to a block of flats one day, and you wouldn’t believe some of the things people threw
               out of their windows at us – potatoes, eggs, tomatoes: there was almost enough for a full English some days. I nearly asked
               them to chuck down a bottle of ketchup and a couple of rashers of bacon. I always assumed the reason they threw that stuff was a combination of boredom and perhaps a bit of jealousy – to them, it might have looked like we had the most glamorous
               job in the world and were earning a fortune. The reality, though, was more like we were missing a few lessons at school and
               getting a bit of extra pocket money.

      

      
      Without a doubt, the worst day’s filming I ever had to do was when Duncan got mixed up in a cult. I’ll never forget it.

      
      The cult was called Psychandrics, and they brainwashed Duncan. I’m not quite sure how they did it, but there was a girl he fancied, and it was the old story: boy meets girl, boy likes girl, boy joins extreme
         religious cult to impress girl. We’ve all done it, haven’t we?
      

      
      He got really into it though. He was usually quite sensible but, every now and then, Duncan could be a damn fool – especially
         if there was a girl involved. We had to film these scenes at Grey’s Monument, which is right in the middle of Newcastle city
         centre and, for reasons that still escape me to this day, I had to do this while wearing what looked like a pair of pyjamas.
      

      
      
         P-jays and Duncan!

      

      
      Apparently, nothing says ‘cult’ like a pair of pyjamas. I don’t know what it was with me and pyjamas. A few weeks earlier,
         in a school swimming lesson, I’d retrieved a brick from the deep end wearing a pair – it seemed like the only thing I didn’t
         do in pyjamas was go to sleep. It was as if the producers had sat down and had a meeting where the theme was ‘Making Dec look
         as stupid as possible’, and they hit the jackpot with this one.
      

      
      
         Of course, when I heard Dec would be filming in the middle of town in a natty pyjama-style outfit, I did what any mate would
               do – got straight down there to have a proper laugh at him.

      

      
      As if this wasn’t enough, the director didn’t want to tell the general public we were filming so, in between takes, when the
         cameras weren’t there, I just looked like a boy in pyjamas standing on his own in the middle of Newcastle.
      

      
      They say the only things that are certain in life are death and taxes, but I can add another one to that list, which is ‘If
         you’re wearing pyjamas in the middle of town, you’re guaranteed to bump into someone you know.’
      

      
      And I did. I saw several people who knew my mam and dad, and they’d stop for a chat, a chat which usually went something like
         this:
      

      
      
         ‘Are you Fonsey and Anne’s littl’un?

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Are you still in that TV show?’

         ‘It’s funny you should say that actually, I’m filming it right now.’

         ‘Is that why you’re wearing them pyjamas?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Well, tell your mam I said hello.’

         ‘Will do. ’Bye.’

      

      
      
         To be fair, it was sometimes possible to have a laugh when you got recognized in town. When we used to meet up at the Monument on Saturday afternoons
               and go to the football together, we were so famous that sometimes as many as two people would come up to us and say, ‘You’re
               thingy and thingy from Thingy Grove, aren’t you?’

         And if one of us was waiting for the other, then…

         Hang on, that’s not right, what I really mean is, when I’d be waiting for Dec – which, incidentally, I’ve spent half my life
               doing… Why are you always late?

      

      
      Ah, there’s a good reason for that. It means I never wait for anyone… shall we talk about this later?

      
      
         Okay, I’ll wait till you’re ready to talk about it. Typical.

         When I’d be waiting for Dec in town, people would come up and say, ‘You’re thingy from Byker Grove. You’re not filming now, are you?’, and I realized I could have a laugh with it, so I’d say, ‘Yeah, I am actually, could you keep walking?’, and they’d say, ‘Sorry, sorry,’ and walk off, ducking down to avoid this invisible camera. It meant no one
               ever stopped to talk to you.

      

      
      Well, not unless you had your pyjamas on…

      
      The worst kind of attention came from lads the same age as us. These lads often had a lovely way with language, calling you
         ‘poof’, ‘wanker’ and ‘tit’. You’d get it from lads in town, on the bus, or at the end of your street – they weren’t fussy.
      

      
      To be honest, I didn’t blame them, you’d have been the same. No thirteen-year-old is going to go up to a child actor, pat
         them on the back and say, ‘Well done, Declan, I really enjoyed your gritty portrayal of arcade addiction, darling!’
      

      
      
         As we got more and more airtime, we’d get recognized more often. It all became a bit like that bloke down my local supermarket
               who talks to the shopping trolleys – a bit weird and a bit scary.

         At first, just being looked at in the street felt a bit odd. It was all new to us – you don’t get lessons at school on how
               to react when you’re being stared at. Although, even if you did, we would have missed them, ’cos we’d have been busy at Byker Grove.
         

         It could be hard to deal with. Just stop for a moment and imagine what you were like at thirteen. If you were anything like
               most teenagers, you were probably awkward, self-conscious and uncomfortable – and that’s if you were one of the more well-adjusted
               kids. Most teenagers that age didn’t like their own family looking at them, never mind having their peers pointing and laughing
               at ‘that poof off the telly’.

      

      
      Of course, the staring did have one big advantage: girls. If girls were looking at you, you’d be thinking, ‘Wicked, I wonder
         if they fancy me?’, even though they were probably thinking, ‘Look, it’s that poof off the telly.’
      

      
      
         If it was lads doing the staring, you always thought the same thing – ‘Oh no, this could end up in a fight,’ and, as a child
               actor, fighting was never going to be one of your strengths.

         If those lads had wanted me to pretend to have a fight with them, great, I was their man – acting hard wouldn’t be a problem. But a real fight? No thank you. So you’d keep your head down and concentrate on playing the part
               of a terrified child actor who was determined to avoid a fight. Over the years, it was a role we both became very good at.

         Being recognized is a weird thing, though. Even now, when one of us is on our own, people say, ‘Look, it’s Ant and Dec,’ and
               you think, ‘Well, not really, it’s just me.’

      

      
      That’s a second lesson, if you do ever see us out and about. Just to refresh your memory: the first lesson was talk to me,
         not Ant, I’m better with new people. The second one is, don’t say, ‘Look, it’s Ant and Dec.’ I know you may not know which
         one’s which, but at least say, ‘Look, there’s one of Ant and Dec.’ It’ll make us really happy, and we’ll know you’ve read this book.
      

      
      At Byker Grove, Matthew made sure we had someone to turn to in case the weight of fame as an international celebrity on children’s telly
         became too much. The night before the first ever episode went out, he rang me up with a warning.
      

      
      He said now that I was on telly I was going to get a little bit of fame; he said it wouldn’t be easy and it was important
         to keep both feet on the ground. I immediately took my feet off the sofa and made sure both of them were firmly on the ground.
         Suddenly, my mind was racing – how would I keep both my feet on the ground when I went to bed? He was right: this wasn’t going
         to be easy.
      

      
      After Matthew had patiently explained the concept of metaphors, he told me I should get an agent. He sent me to see someone
         who he knew and trusted, Dave Holly. Dave was the biggest agent in the North-east and, over the years, he had looked after
         household names like Robson Green and Jimmy Nail.
      

      
      Dave worked out of a small office on the upper floors of the Tyne Theatre and Opera House. I remember going to see him for
         the first time. I clambered my way up several sets of stairs to his office, the walls of which were covered in black-and-white
         photos of various men and women. I was immediately curious – how did he find the time to be a theatrical agent and a keen amateur photographer? He later told me they were all his clients – the actors and actresses on his books.
      

      
      He was a big man with a neat swathe – I love that word – of black hair and the wheezy chuckle of a heavy smoker. He was a
         really lovely bloke. I signed a twelve-month contract with him and agreed that he would take 10 per cent of my earnings. That
         meant Dave’s income was due to shoot up by something in the region of £65 a year, although he did a very good job of hiding
         his excitement.
      

      
      
         Matthew had the same chat on the phone with me when I started – and I was very aware that nobody in my family had ever done
               anything like that before.

         Acting, I mean, not talking to people on the phone, they’d done plenty of that. An agent sounded like a good idea. I contacted
               Dave straight away, but I heard nothing until the end of the second series.

         I discovered much later on that he’d found my performance in my first episode ‘awful’. To Dave, clearly everything was black and white and, to be fair to him, I was quite awkward on screen to start with. By the end of the series, I’d improved
               enough for Dave to take me on and try and put me right where I belonged – on his wall, in a little picture frame.

      

      
      I think Byker Grove also gave us both a newfound sense of maturity – suddenly you had a job, and it wasn’t a paper round, so you had to take
         it seriously. No offence to any paperboys reading this: you guys do a great job.
      

      
      
         In fact, I was one of you for a while. In between Why Don’t You? and Byker Grove, I had a paper round. Like any out-of-work actor, I needed to make ends meet between gigs and, like any eleven-year-old, I
               needed money for sweets. I delivered for the corner shop at the top of my street, and worked every morning before and after
               school, for a whopping weekly wage of £6.10. I’m not embarrassed to admit I was the world’s worst paperboy. The shop would
               give you a laminated card that listed the houses you were delivering to, and the paper they wanted, and you had to check it every single morning, because people’s choices changed from
               day to day. The only trouble was I kept posting the laminated card through the letterboxes by accident, which meant I had
               to knock on the door, wake up the residents and sheepishly ask for it back. Needless to say, that career didn’t last long,
               and once I realized the paper round wasn’t going to work out, I knew I had to take acting seriously.

      

      
      As I say, we both treated acting like a job from the start – and our families were a huge part of this. When I started on
         the show, I sat down with my mam and dad and they said, ‘We’ll support you whatever you do but, ultimately, you’ve got to
         make your own decisions.’ They gave me a lot of responsibility, which I appreciated and took seriously. We were both treated
         like adults at an early age, but in very different ways.
      

      
      
         My mam had two jobs, so if she was still at work, I would make dinner for Sarha, tidy up, or just generally help around the
               house. I had responsibilities at home from very early on, and that meant I was mature enough to try and deal with all the
               changes that came with being in Byker Grove. It also meant I did a mean Spaghetti Bolognese…

      

      
      He still does.

      
      
         More of my culinary adventures – and Dec’s inability to cook even beans on toast – later in the book.

      

      
      That’s some tease, isn’t it? Go on, admit it, you’re thinking, ‘Beans on toast? I can’t wait for that story.’

      
      Well, you’ll have to wait; we’re on Byker Grove for now. We both relished our newfound responsibilities, but also managed to have a laugh. One of the best things about being
         in the cast was the premieres; they were a celebration of finishing another series and months of hard work. The producers
         would put on a screening at the Civic Centre in Newcastle for the cast and crew, then we’d all have a bit of a ‘do’ afterwards.
         Imagine a Leicester Square film premiere – the red carpet, the press, the glamour. Now imagine the opposite of that, and you’ve got
         our premieres.
      

      
      
         They were great nights. All the girls would put on make-up, get their hair done and stick some high heels on, and the lads,
               well, it would always be the same – go to town, buy a new shirt from Topman and then cover yourself with aftershave, even
               though you hadn’t started shaving yet. They should call it ‘Before Shave’.

         Matthew would say a few words before they showed the first episode, and then we’d sit back and watch ourselves on the big
               screen. I never liked watching myself in Byker Grove, though, and for my first few episodes, I think most of the viewers felt the same. I was never a big one for making the family
               watch it at home either.

      

      
      Me neither.

      
      
         The novelty of one of the family being on telly wore off pretty quickly anyway. People had lives to lead – my mam had to go
               to work, and Sarha had friends to play with and homework to do. My sister was a really dedicated student, especially on Tuesdays,
               at 5.05 – she’d always make sure she did her homework then, which, coincidentally, was exactly when Byker Grove was on.

      

      
      My mam was the same – the minute Byker Grove started she’d go and put the dinner on – you could set your watch by her.
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