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			Dedication

			For Susan,

			Deirdre and R Julie

		

		
			Introduction

			The idea for this memoir first struck me shortly after I finished writing my last book, TV – Big Adventures on the Small Screen (still available in all respectable charity shops. I also sell signed copies in person, every Sunday at a car boot on Fletcher Street in Bolton, alongside a selection of Duracell batteries, Mach 3 blades, and four-litre bottles of suspiciously cheap bleach).

			Most people measure life in years, but I thought I’d try something different – why not map my story through the months of the year? A diary of sorts, with each chapter in this book representing a different month, offering a snapshot of my life at that time, filled with dodgy decisions, bizarre plot twists and more than a few laugh-out-loud moments. It’s a twelve-month subscription to my memories – cancel any time, no refunds.

			My suggestion? Read the book in chronological order. If you’ve received this as a Christmas gift, maybe hold off until January. Or you could take the scenic route – read one chapter each month, letting it keep you company through the year ahead. Think of the excitement (really, Peter?).

			You could binge all twelve chapters in one sitting (that’d be too much for me. It took me an entire summer to finish Ferris Bueller’s Day Off). Maybe you could go completely rogue and read each chapter out of sequence. But why would you do that? That’s just weird.

			And, of course, there’s always the option to read this intro in the shop, then quietly put the book back and buy something else instead. No hard feelings. The choice is yours.

			Unlike my previous books, this time I’ve been given the freedom to abandon strict chronology and follow the unpredictable thread of my memory. It’s been a complete joy to write, and hopefully it’ll be just as much fun to read.

			So, settle in, relax and join me on a leisurely stroll through the seasons of my mind as I celebrate the twelve-month journey of my life.

		

		
			January

			The month of January is like the Monday morning of the full year ahead!

			A big blank sheet of paper ready to be filled. I start a new diary every new year. Only to find it a few months later, shoved in a drawer with less than a week’s worth of entries. That just sums up the month. I start with the best intentions but gradually become disinterested. January’s the month of broken resolutions and harsh realities, as the softness of Christmas quickly fades and we get back to the old routine. (Cheers Pete, if we didn’t have the new year blues, we have now.)

			I always find some Christmas decorations get missed. A single piece of Blu Tack or a wisp of tinsel hung in the corner of a wall. I’ll get it. It might be up there until April but I’ll get it. There’s been half a reindeer dangling in my doctor’s surgery since before Covid. I’ve mentioned it to the receptionists twice, but they’re clearly not arsed. I tried to reach it once. Stood on a chair in the waiting room, but my arms weren’t long enough. I think the other patients thought I’d dropped an E. I’ll take a step ladder with me the next time.

			January is tranquil after the circus of December festivities. A week earlier I was dancing the Macarena and wolfing down trifle. Now I’m stood in front of a full-length bedroom mirror with tears in my eyes. Why are we so hard on ourselves? It’s hardly surprising really with the media lecturing us. Every night there’s a new programme on TV advising us of healthy lifestyle changes, comparing diets, basically telling us we’re useless and where we’re going so terribly wrong. Then they cut to a commercial break featuring mouth-watering close-ups of ‘devil’ food that can be delivered to your front door in no time at all. What chance do we stand? My mantra is ‘throw the towel in Friday and start again Monday’ for the next fifty-two weeks.

			There’s always some new faddy diet (sorry, eating plan). I’ve a friend who falls for them all. Keto, Dukan, Juice Cleanse, you name it, she’ll be on it. Going a full day on two TUC crackers and a cup of beetroot. One year I bumped into her in Debenhams grazing from a bag of raw meat. Stupidly she even buys diet pills online. Lord knows what’s in them, but she farts like a mule. She got suspended from Boot Camp for pumping in front of the sergeant.

			I can’t keep up with her different fitness classes, she goes to so many. Body pump, Boxercise, Hot Yoga, Twerk It! It’d be cheaper for her to see a clinical psychologist.

			I’ve had weight issues since childhood. I detested P.E. I wasn’t too bad vaulting the horse box in the school gym but I was crap at climbing the ropes. Our ropes were concealed within a tall wooden frame that would cleverly fold out from the wall in the gym/dining hall. Everybody loved climbing the ropes. I never could. I’d just swing on them like a dead weight. Pretending to be Tarzan. That was far more exciting than walking the length of an upturned gym bench. How I was meant to keep fit doing that I’ll never know.

			Football was always tough. I was always last to get picked. The teams used to argue over who was having me. ‘Oh come on! We had him last week, he’s shit.’ Then they’d always shove me in goal because they said I was fat and nothing could get past me. The irony was I wasn’t fat, and everything did get past me because I was shit in goal.

			The other team would come screaming towards me chasing the ball, but I’d be too distracted to notice. Playing off-ground tag with Glenn Coombs or trying to chase a stray Alsatian off the pitch. We used to go to the local park for outdoor P.E. lessons as our school never had any outdoor sports facilities.

			Over the years I’ve tried all kinds of fitness regimes. Running, walking, I’ve had Fitbits, I’ve downloaded apps. Couch to 5K, though that really should have been rechristened ‘Couch’, as that’s as far as I ever got.

			I even tried Hi-Energy aerobics on Monday nights at a Leisure Centre in Bolton. Me and sixty women all rushing to grab a mat from the back of the room as they played ‘High Energy’ – Evelyn Thomas. Echoing through the sports hall.

			Most of the women would leg it straight to the front so they could be close to the male instructors, who I’m convinced were shagging half the class. I’d find myself a space right at the back. God help you if you stood in somebody else’s ‘spot’. They’d be glaring at you all through the workout. Throwing daggers while you’re trying to do burpees.

			Whatever the two instructors did we copied, and I mean EVERYTHING, which tickled me no end. If one of the instructors lost his balance and staggered the whole class did it too. As a few thick people couldn’t distinguish between aerobic exercises and reality.

			Usually, I’d be about thirty seconds behind everybody else. Panting for breath, desperately trying to keep up. Occasionally taking swigs from a two-litre bottle of Tizer (not the healthiest of energy drinks I grant you). Then as soon as the class was over, I’d head straight over the road to Zorba’s Chippy for a fishcake and peas. No chips though. I was on a fitness regime after all.

			Gym memberships always start in January and I’ve had my fair share of those too. Each one a spectacular failure. Well, a failure in as much as I stopped going. Always feeling self-conscious, and I’ve never looked good in Lycra. I joined the David Lloyd Club when it opened in Bolton. Somehow believing that paying for a membership would force commitment. Fat chance (if you’ll forgive the pun).

			I was given an instructor, Bret. He put me through my paces. Barking clichéd quotes like ‘train harder, live longer’, ‘strong body, strong mind’ and ‘come on, push through the pain’. The only thing I wanted to push was Bret under a bus. Being ‘Peter Kay’ didn’t help. Being recognised made things worse. People nodding and pointing. Or maybe that’s because I had Bret in a headlock.

			I went regularly to the David Lloyd at first but after a few months my dedication slowly waned, and I noticed I was spending more time in the David Lloyd café than the gym. It was hard to resist, especially as I had to walk through the café to leave. Plus, they did a reasonably priced buffet-style breakfast where I could help myself to beans. No contest.

			They also had a decent indoor pool which I preferred to the fitness machines. I’d swim lengths. Breaststroke (if she’d let me … sorry, I suddenly found myself in a Carry On film there for a second). I’d swim back and forth in the pool. Passing other swimmers. The same faces every time. We’d catch each other’s eye and nod, a polite smile. Then I’d pass them again on the next length and I’d find myself fake staring at the ceiling.

			Pushing myself, I went a few times a week. More lengths and the same familiar faces. One swimmer got a bit too over familiar. He went from a nod and a polite smile to ‘Hello’. Swiftly followed by asking me if I could lend him some money. I shit you not. He swam up to me in the shallow end and said ‘You must have a bit of coin, could you lend me ten grand?’ Jesus! That was awkward. I didn’t know what to say. I mumbled something about being able to smell the buffet-style breakfast and legged it out of the pool. I never went back after that, and I still had six months on my membership left. I couldn’t face seeing that cheeky twat again! As if you’d ask that.

			Another reason I didn’t go back was men chatting to me in the changing room when they were drying themselves. Stark naked. One foot up on a bench, shaking talcum powder around their genitals. ‘So, are you up to much, Pete?’ ‘Well, right now I’m drying my balls if you don’t mind.’ I mean I’m all for being social but there’s a time and place. The talcum powder would blow everywhere. My hair looked like Pip Schofield’s by the time I was dressed.

			The final straw was when blokes brought their kids into the changing rooms. Incredibly disconcerting. I’d be in the showers washing Vosene out my eyes and see some five-year-old girl staring up at me. Now I appreciate the dad might have had childcare issues, but I felt like a right paedo.

			Working and keeping fit is tough. I know I feel better afterwards but despite that, it’s hard to stay motivated. When I do a workout session, I can’t wait for it to be over.

			Trying to act focused and interested but secretly I’m counting the time. Thinking ‘surely we’ve got to be near the end please God’.

			My mum used to have a Rosemary Conley Workout video, so I decided to give it a whirl when the house was empty. Rosemary offered two choices, you could follow her, or you could follow Barbara in the corner of the screen who’d had a hysterectomy. I stuck with Barbara. Ten minutes later I was rolling around on the floor in the back room. Pissed through in sweat. Red in the face. Then Rosemary said, ‘Now we’ve warmed up …’. I thought ‘WARMED UP?!’ I was already frigged.

			Years later I tried Davina McCall’s workout DVDs. She’d bring one out every Christmas. Though it’d be an insult to give somebody one of those as a present.

			Again, I followed Davina’s instructions. Contorted on the floor. Using tins of beans as weights. I rolled over too quickly and smacked my head on the nest of tables. I was out cold until British Gas rang my bell.

			The last time I went to a gym I stupidly decided to go seriously hardcore. A mate recommended an old-school gym under some derelict arches in Manchester. What a dump. It was like working out in a crack den. The sessions were one on one, and the lad teaching me was ex-Territorial Army. He was only four foot, but Christ he loved to screech and wail at me. I think he thought I was deaf. I knew I was in trouble when he put on the soundtrack to Rocky IV at the start of the class. He had me pulling a fucking truck tyre at one point. It was HELL! I was almost in tears. I’m surprised he didn’t have me chasing chickens up the backstreet. I HATED it. I used to tell him I needed the toilet, just so I could hide in the bogs sobbing. I lasted two sessions.

			Paddy (McGuinness) worked at a leisure centre in Bolton and set me up a fitness programme in the gym. This was a few years ago before we made Phoenix Nights. He used to let me in backwards through the fire door, so I didn’t have to pay. The workouts were mainly for local pensioners. So, there was no pressure, and we’d have a laugh with the OAPs. After a session, Paddy and me would go in the steam room with some of the old blokes. One bloke, Stan, loved his food. He was always recommending places to eat, and he’d describe them with such passion, managing to make a mixed grill sound like a banquet.

			‘It was manna from heaven. I had steak (he motioned how thick with the width of his fingers), pork, liver, kidney, sausages, liver, chicken (pronounced sh’icken), lamb, liver (I didn’t have the heart to mention he’d already said liver twice). A tureen of chips this high (motioned with his hands again) – £6.50 the lot. I tell you I’ve never seen food like it in my life. Connie couldn’t finish hers. It’s a smashin’ little place, facing the prison in Preston.’

			By the way, if you’re a fan of Max & Paddy’s Road to Nowhere, sections of that conversation with Stan will be familiar. Paddy and myself wrote it into a scene where Paddy is describing a mixed grill to Max. It’s just before they knock down and kill a cow with their motorhome.

			One evening after we’d finished at the gym, I went to get my car and noticed a huge dent on my front wing. Orange paint scraped right across it. I knew straight away who the culprit was. It had to be the Ring ’n’ Ride reversing in my street. If you’re not familiar with Ring ’n’ Ride it was a mobile brothel service in Bolton. I jest, it’s a transport service for the elderly. Ferrying them wherever they need to go, like bingo or the crem. But that’s usually just one way.

			Anyway, the Ring ’n’ Ride bus would often pick up Mary Rock who lived across the road. Ring ’n’ Rides were painted orange, so I didn’t have to be Hercule fecking Poirot to work out who’d done the damage. I was furious. This was my first car, that I’ve saved up for years to buy.

			Paddy was parked outside the leisure centre in his car. I wanted to show him the dent. He’d definitely know somebody who could get it knocked out.

			‘Have you got a minute? I want to show you something,’ I said, pulling alongside his car.

			‘Yeah, no bother, just pull up in front, I’m just nipping back in, I’ve forgotten my wallet.’

			Paddy opened his car door. So I drove forward, clipped his driver’s side door and ripped it off.

			Well, his door didn’t immediately fall off. It kind of folded back on itself then it just hung in mid-air.

			There was then a long silence while we both tried to process what had happened.

			Slowly we got out of our cars. Well, Paddy didn’t really have a door, so he just easily stepped out of his.

			We stared at the carnage. The scraping and crunching sound still ringing in my ears.

			Paddy said, ‘So what did you want to show me?’

			‘Erm … I wanted to show you this dent in the side of my car.’

			THEN Paddy’s car door fell off.

			You couldn’t have timed it better. Now Paddy and I are good friends. We have been all our lives so fortunately tempers weren’t raised. In fact, completely the opposite; we both started to laugh. There was no disputing the culprit was myself, and Paddy would have to claim off my insurance. Which I’d only had in place a few months.

			I already had a few prangs and bumps (I wasn’t a very good driver, it’d taken six years, four instructors and five tests to pass). I’d crushed my tow bar reversing into a breeze block behind the butchers. I’d also had the dent in my wing from the Ring ’n’ Ride bus reversing. Paddy suggested I stick all the damage on the same insurance claim and get them all fixed. That didn’t seem like a bad idea. So, I rang my insurance company. They told me to head down to a local car showroom where a bloke would film the damage on my car as part of the claim. Paddy came with me. The fella came out, camcorder in his hand, and started to film. Then Paddy piped up (love that expression), ‘Hey, there’s some more back here, bud.’ The man walked round to the back of my car and Paddy pointed at the tow bar. Suspiciously the fella said, ‘Same crash?’ Paddy nudged me and I nodded ‘Yes’.

			‘But it’s rusted,’ he said, a tad suspiciously.

			He did have a point.

			‘There’s another bang here, mate,’ said Paddy, showing him the Ring ’n’ Ride bang.

			‘Same crash??’ he said again, even more suspiciously.

			Sheepishly I nodded.

			Well, that’s when my worry started to build. That night I was talking to a mate who happened to work for an insurance company. He told me to be ‘very careful. You can get fucked for lying about stuff like that.’ Now I was on my arse. Finally, after all these years I’d got my own car and now I was about to get banned for life.

			Fuelled with anxiety I drove back to the leisure centre. I needed to draw a diagram of the accident on my insurance claim form. But how could I convince them that all this damage had happened at the same time? I was in a right panic trying to suss things out. Maybe I could have done an erratic three-point turn and somehow reversed into the wall, thus crushing my tow bar. Then perhaps I could have pulled forward and caught my front wing on an adjacent bollard that happened to be outside the gym – that might explain the Ring ’n’ Ride dent.

			Fretting, I decided to try out my hypothetical theory. Reversing my car up onto the pavement. Over-revving as I mounted the kerb. People looking around puzzled by the noise, which only made me even more self-conscious.

			With my car parked halfway up the pavement, I sketched out my ‘alleged’ theory with a pencil on the claim form on my bonnet. ‘Could this work?’ By now I was hyperventilating with fear. ‘Surely if I’d hit the bollard when I reversed, I would have damaged my other front wing.’ So, in a complete frenzy I began kicking in my other front wing. Booting it with my foot right outside the leisure centre. Boom, boom, boom. People looking around as I pounded my car with my foot. Who was this maniac?

			Then I stopped mid-kick. ‘Shit!’ I suddenly remembered that bloke had already filmed the damage on my car that morning with his camcorder. What a dick. So now I’d made a bigger mess of my car, which was eventually written off as the damage was that bad.

			Paddy, on the other hand, got a brand-new car and gave his old one to his dad who used it when he set up his own private detective business. I’m not joking. ‘Joe McGuinness Private Eye’. He even took an advert out in the yellow pages. ‘Missing Persons? Lost Pets? Husband having an affair? Call Joe Mac, discreet and professional.’ He had a pair of binoculars and a torch.

			Years ago, when I was on one of my ‘many’ diet regimes, I went to watch The Green Mile at the cinema. It’s a long film and halfway through I started to get hunger pangs for a hot dog. I’ve no idea why or how hot dogs are synonymous with cinemas, but I crave one every time I go. It’s the smell that wafts through the foyer.

			Hurrying to get back to the film, I stuffed a chunk of hot dog in my mouth. I was hasty for two reasons. Firstly, I’d told Susan I was only nipping to the toilet (Susan knows I never shit in a public toilet, so it had to be a wee). And secondly, because anybody who struggles with food guilt knows the faster you eat the less remorse you have. It’s like an out-of-body experience: ‘What? I ate a hot dog?’ Unfortunately, over the years I’ve become an expert in food guilt. Disposing of all evidence. Hiding chocolate bar wrappers down at the bottom of the bin so nobody can see it.

			My mum literally used to hide the biscuits from me. She’d put them in the strangest places. It was like a game. ‘Find the Biscuits’. But as we lived in a terraced house, they were always easy to find. Friends would call, and I’d make them a brew. Then casually reach inside the tumble dryer for a packet of custard creams, like it was normal. The smartest place she ever hid them was the bloody biscuit barrel. I couldn’t find them for days.

			Anyway, so I was in the cinema shovelling down this hot dog when I happened to catch a glimpse of my reflection in the glass frame of a film poster (I think it was Babe: Pig in The City – appropriate). I felt thoroughly ashamed. Staring at myself with half a jumbo hot dog hanging out my mouth. My face smeared in tomato sauce. ‘What are you doing, Peter? What have you become? You’re better than this.’ Immediately I pulled the hot dog from my mouth and threw it in the nearest bin. Then just as it was about to hit the bin-liner I caught it and shoved the remains down my throat. Well, it cost a fortune. I’d make a fresh start on Monday.

			I sprinted back into The Green Mile. We were sat right at the back; it was a Saturday night and it was packed. Up the steps, two at a time, head bowed allowing maximum viewing for my fellow cinema-goers. Settling back in my seat I leaned over to Susan and whispered, ‘What have I missed?’ Instantly she replied, ‘You’ve had a hot dog.’ ‘WHAT?! I have not,’ I whispered incredulously.

			‘I can smell it on your breath,’ she said.

			My brain went into overdrive. ‘Well, that’s where you’re wrong. If you must know I bumped into a mate of mine in the foyer, Jason Glazier, he had a hot dog and he let me have a bite, so there.’ Like I was six.

			Jason Glazier. Where in God’s name had I plucked that name from? I hadn’t seen him since he got suspended for shooting a pigeon with an air rifle and left it on the steps of the convent. In a moment of fight or flight, my brain spat Jason Glazier out of my memory banks and suddenly he was offering me a bite of his hot dog in Cineworld. I’m sure Jason would have wished that to be true, but he was still serving four years for GBH. He was an ex-altar boy too. They’re the worst.

			I’ve always relished food as far back as I can remember. It encompasses happiness. My mum used to wheel me around Bolton town centre with a meat pie on my knee and said I was completely happy (I just wished she’d had a pram instead of a wheelbarrow). Those meat pies were gorgeous. They sold them in the Market Hall at a shop coincidentally called Kay’s Pies. I wish we had been related because I’d still be eating them now. With discount.

			The pleasure didn’t stop there. When I was at primary school my mum used to drop off a pie and cake with the canteen staff so I could have it for my dinner. I’m not kidding. She knew some of the dinner ladies, so they’d keep it warm for me. You should have seen the other kids’ faces. They were struggling to eat turkey twizzlers and semolina. While I was gorging steak pie and a chocolate éclair.

			It’s not as though I didn’t like school dinners either. I didn’t mind them. Especially the desserts. It always seemed to be something with custard. In infants, we used to have servers. Usually, a prefect from the top class would bring our dinners as we were too young.

			I’ll never forget sitting around a circular table with some other children and as usual trying to entertain. Banging my fists on the table, singing ‘Why are we waiting’ when our server, Rachel Fox, put down my dessert bowl. My fist caught the edge of the bowl which sent it flipping up in the air, straight onto her school jumper. Splattering it with jam roly-poly and custard. Rachel, if you’re reading this I know you’ll remember this moment. Once again, please accept my apologies. It was an accident, but I appreciate that if I hadn’t been acting the clown it would never have happened. Saying that, I was just following my vocation.

			‘School dinners, concrete chips

			Soggy semolina, Soggy semolina

			I feel sick, toilet quick

			It’s too late, I done it on my plate’

			William Shakespeare, 1598

			There was the occasional school dinner I wasn’t partial to. Cold haddock springs to mind. Sago and Tapioca pudding, blurrgh, but overall (and thanks to my mum’s weekly pie shop delivery) I never suffered from empty plate syndrome. That and the fact that you were never allowed to throw away any food at our primary school.

			The head nun had a very short temper and always stunk of booze, which is why we nicknamed her ‘Ale Mary’. She’d loiter at the front of the canteen, stood behind two huge plastic slop bins. This formidable tiny woman, always in black and white, would inspect everybody’s plate as they skulked towards her. If she saw even the tiniest morsel of food she’d shoo you back to your table with her bony finger. Which was completely barbaric. She’d mumble something about ‘the starving children of Biafra’ (incidentally Biafra later changed to Ethiopia. And apparently, it’s High Wycombe these days. A shocking state of affairs). So thanks to Ale Mary there was a permanent queue of children sobbing and retching in our school canteen.

			Dinners went up a gear when I went to my secondary school – Mount St Joseph (which the nuns often did). Now we finally had some choice. It was weird having to pay for my dinners. In primary school, we’d all bring our dinner money in on Monday and give it to Mrs Quinn who’d scoot around the classrooms and collect the cash in her Quality Street tin. Now at secondary school, I had to get used to carrying cash. The average school meal would cost about 50p (which seems really cheap now). That’s mains, pudding, and a drink too.

			Being entrepreneurial (and a pig) I devised a cunning plan. I’d buy a meal, eat it, then tell the nice Irish lady on the tills that I’d given her a pound, but she’d only given me change from 50p. She’d apologise, give me another 50p in change and I’d go and get another dinner. I feel great shame just confessing this. But I’m trying to convey to you my love of food. It’s the highlight of my day. Especially when I was at school. Food stopped me from going insane with boredom. As I said, I didn’t mind school dinners. Which basically consisted of everything with chips. Chicken and chips. Pie and chips. Pizza and chips. On Fridays, it was fish and chips. It’s just a shame Jamie Oliver stuck his nose in and ruined everything.

			Sometimes I’d take a packed lunch and STILL have a cooked dinner. My mum would pack a lunch of chicken paste butties, a peach melba yoghurt (Blurrgh!) and a Blue Riband chocolate bar, all snugly packed into my Karate Kid lunch box. Other kids preferred a tuck shop dinner. Which was usually a Wham Bar or Highland Toffee and a bag of cheesy corn puffs. Washed down with a carton of pop. Which for some bizarre reason kids seemed to enjoy drinking upside down, biting a hole through the bottom of the carton. No wonder half of the lads I went to school with ended up in prison. They’d down all that, and be smacked off their tits all afternoon. Swinging off the light fittings like chimps.

			As I got older, I started to venture ‘home’ for my dinner as I only lived ten minutes down the road. Some of my mates would join me and we’d frequent Grease’s, a chippy local to school. We christened it Grease’s on account of the amount of their greasy food, but that never bothered me. I’d get a ‘mix’. Half a fish, half chips and half a portion of peas for 75p. Bloody bargain.

			You could take away or eat in. When I say eat in, please don’t be picturing a diner or anything that sophisticated. Eating in at Grease’s involved parting some coloured beads that hung from a doorway behind the counter. Then entering the back room of a terraced house come chip shop. Where basically, you’d sit at the family table eating your ‘mix’ while the telly was on. It felt weird and intrusive, so I didn’t do it. Much.

			As Grease’s was my local chip shop my dad used to send me for our Friday chippy tea and force me to take a bowl (or a basin). Which embarrassed the hell out of me in my cool teenage years, but my dad insisted as it meant he’d get some extra gravy.

			He wasn’t wrong. I would undoubtedly get more than if I got the same meal in a styrofoam tray. There was a method to his madness.

			My dad was a steak and kidney pudding man. Which is now a dwindling northern delicacy. Often referred to locally as ‘a babby’s yed’ as it’s supposed to resemble a baby’s head. A bit macabre in my opinion but who am I to quibble with parochial semantics?

			I was always reluctant to take a basin. I felt like a right nelly. Standing in the queue holding a smoky-coloured Pyrex bowl (the same one for years). Fortunately, Eileen who served in the chip shop would wail down the queue ‘Anybody need their basins warming?’ My humiliation accentuated as I blushingly handed her my bowl. Then Eileen would stash it in the heated glass cabinet alongside the cooked fish, pies, sausages and scallops. (I’m salivating just writing this.)

			I’ve just realised that a lot of this rhetoric about peas and gravy probably won’t mean much to any southern readers. As many a chip shop ‘darn sarth’ rarely sells anything moist. Such a shame. If you’re ever up in Lancashire you must try a steak and kidney pudding with gravy but think on, you are not allowed to take a bowl (or basin) any more as that quintessential custom has sadly fallen foul of health and safety bods.

			Even more embarrassing was when my dad made me take our old newspapers as ‘the chip shop will be glad of them’. I didn’t mind that too much as Grease’s were grateful for them and would often reward me with an extra portion of chips.

			Chips served in newspaper seems alien now. It would be common practice years ago and also handy as you could eat your chips and read the news. Albeit from a few weeks ago. Sometimes you’d slop gravy over some dolly-bird’s knockers on page 3. (Did I just write that?!)

			Hang on! They don’t still do topless women on page 3, do they? Just wait while I google it … (SLIGHT PAUSE FOR T’INTERNET SEARCH) … No, they stopped it a few years ago. Still too late in my opinion. Turning to page 3 in a newspaper could be very embarrassing, especially if you were reading a story on page 3 and somebody saw you. ‘Oh, aye, you dirty perv!’

			I’m not woke in any way, shape or form but there was a time in British society when opening a newspaper and seeing a topless woman would set you up for the day. I remember my dad used to scribble round her breasts with a biro and draw a pair of glasses on her. Either that or black a few of her teeth out. Defacing a newspaper was one of the joys of childhood. I’ve lost count of how many times I drew a tash on Margaret Thatcher.

			Where was I? Oh, yes, I was stood in the chippy queue. Which could be very long on a Friday night. Fish on Friday again. It’s still the case today. Funny that we used to do a family big shop every Friday (it’s the law) and then go to the chippy for tea. I never understood that. We’d spend our weekly budget on food, then we’d go to the chippy. Not that I complained, ever.

			Eileen served. Cecil stoked. And neither crossed over. Folk could be queuing out the door and Cecil would never serve. He wouldn’t even turn around. He’d just make small talk via his reflection in the mirror as he stoked the fryer when Eileen had nipped in the back for a wee or a quick fag – or both.

			Cecil would reassure the customers, ‘She won’t be long now.’ Everybody would wait, then Cecil would shout ‘EILEEN SHOP’.

			Awkwardly time would pass. More customers would gather in the queue. ‘EILEEN SHOP’ Cecil would wail as tensions rose. But there was still no sign of Eileen. Now folk were queuing back to Greta’s wool shop three doors down.

			Cecil wore crisp white overalls. Embroidered with the letters ‘FFF’ on his breast pocket. Fish Friars Federation. That’s why he didn’t give a toss about serving any customers. He was well above that. In his mind, he couldn’t turn around and look them in the eye, even if he wanted to. ‘EILEEN SHOP, NOW! FOR THE LOVE OF CHRIST …’ I saw the veins pop on Cecil’s neck.

			Also, Grease’s ONLY served BRITISH food. Reinforced visually by the Union Jack Cecil had painted into the shop sign. God help a customer if they unwittingly asked him for a spring roll or some sweet and sour chicken. Cecil would blow a gasket. ‘We only serve British food. None of that foreign muck.’ Gesturing to his Union Jack sign.

			He once commented to a regular when I was stood in the queue ‘… you’re telling me those Chinese chippies make ALL their money just through fish and chips? Bollocks. There’s something else going on, I’m telling you.’

			‘Like what?’

			‘It’ll be a front for Triads.’

			The reason our local Chinese chip shop made more money than Grease’s was because it opened six days a week from noon to 10pm. Cecil and Eileen only opened three dinnertimes and on a Friday night; they were shut bank holidays. Took Christmas off. And had a fortnight in Fuengirola twice a year.

			‘EILEEN SHOP! SUFFERING JESUS WOMAN HAVE YOU FALLEN DOWN THAT TOILET?’

			With that Eileen came bursting through the full-length beads. Straightening her hair net and stinking of B&H. ‘Right, cock, what you ’avin’?’

			Our local Chinese chip shop was called The Wing-Wah, but we got banned from calling in during our school dinner because Simon Loftus kept hiding things. He leaned over the counter, lifted the vinegar bottle, and balanced it on top of the shop door frame. Then he asked Mrs Wah if he could have ‘plenty of vinegar’ but she couldn’t find it. Flummoxed, she searched around the counter. Even shouted to her husband in Chinese, but the vinegar was missing. Then she spotted it on top of the door frame and lost her mind. Wailing in her mother tongue as she chased us out of the shop. Then she stuck her Closed sign up … and her middle finger.

			Inevitably we’d always be late back to school and get told off.

			‘Oh, nice of you to join us, Mr Kay and co. Why are you late?’

			A good way of getting out of a bollocking was to give a long-winded excuse. I was really good at those. ‘Well, Sister, what happened was, I go home for my dinner as you know and this morning my mum said she was going to leave a pie in the oven for me but when I got home I realised that I didn’t have my key and my mum had gone to work. I was locked out and the pie was in the oven so I had no choice but to go down to the supermarket where my mum works so I could borrow her key, so I could go back home and get the pie out before it burned the house down. So, I got back home and …’

			‘Oh, just sit down, Kay,’ she’d say, losing the will to live. It never failed.

			Another trick we used to use was to fart. They’d be harping on about rules, giving you a tongue-lashing that lasted ages, so I came up with the idea of us all farting. The more of you the better. So, as she chunnered on we’d all be red in the face trying to break ‘group’ wind. Eventually, we’d let rip and the smell would reach her sanctimonious nostrils. Then with tears in her eyes, she’d abruptly end her lecture and let us all go.

			Hey, I may have been crap academically, but I was clever at these kinds of strategies. The farting trick never failed. Except for the time Shaun Lever pushed too hard and followed through. ‘Who’s dropped their back?’ winced Sister Matic. We all pointed at Shaun. ‘My God, boy, you need raking out.’ We were all swiftly bundled out of the classroom and off to our next lesson. I can still taste that smell to this day.

		

		
			February

			Half-arsed birds can be heard at dawn, struggling to chirp. They’re not ready yet for any full operettas. Each morning the light stretches a fraction further but we’re still a far cry from deepest summer and a 5am sunrise.

			The older I’ve become the more oppressed I feel by winter. I realise I could go and live in Australia or somewhere similar, but ironically, I’d then miss the winter. I’d never miss snow. That pisses me right off. Though not as much as how the British media reacts to it. Each year you’d think it was the first time snow had EVER fallen. How can snow STILL be headline news? Telling us that everything has ground to a halt. It’s February FFS. What did we expect?

			My nan used to say, ‘How do they go on in Russia? It snows all the time over there and they never shut shop.’ Mind you, she did slip when she was gritting her path and broke her wrist. She rang me in a right panic. I told her to quickly put some ice on it until I got there.

			‘My path?’

			‘No, your wrist.’

			‘I’ve not got any ice, Peter.’

			‘Have you got any frozen peas?’

			‘Hold on,’ she said. I could hear her shuffling things around in her kitchen.

			She came back to the phone.

			‘No, I’ve only got tinned peas.’

			It certainly doesn’t snow like it used to. I remember it being thick and heavy. Lasting for weeks. Those big dirty grey icebergs gathered by the side of the main roads. They looked surreal. Pedestrians walking past them like they were normal.

			Children love snow. Two reasons mainly. First, it’s giddy to dash outside and play in it. However, they’re back inside after twenty minutes. Their gloves soaking wet, their hands freezing. I always have a nice bath ready to warm them up. Second, they’re praying the schools might shut. That rarely ever happens, especially in Bolton. Snow just doesn’t seem to stick these days. Probably climate change. I bought two boxes of inflatable sledges in a Black Friday sale. That was seven years ago, and they’ve still never been blown up.

			I’ve lost the joy of snow. A factor of age no doubt. I think the only saving grace when it snows is everything looks beautiful. You could have a right dump of a garden but when it snows it suddenly looks like a scene from Narnia. I filmed in the snow once, when I made a Christmas music video for a character I once played called Geraldine McQueen. But that was fake snow, supplied by a company called Snow Business – with their tagline ‘There’s no business like …’ written down the side of their van.

			I’ve filmed in real snow and I’ve also filmed in February in snow. Well, I travelled to filming in the snow for a cameo for the
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