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Prologue

Hello! Welcome to the Prologue. Which might actually be the Preface, as I’m really struggling to understand the difference. If you’re reading this Prologue and start to think, ‘Hang on a minute, this is a Preface’, please accept my apologies.

Apparently this section is called the front matter of the book. Personally, I normally skip this bit and just crack on with the book from Chapter One. The reason I do this is that the front matter normally has Roman numerals instead of page numbers. I don’t read very often so I’m always quite proud of what page I’ve reached, like a child. I can’t be wasting my time reading pages of a book before page 1. I’m also an embarrassingly slow reader; I could be reading for half an hour and my wife asks, ‘What page are you on, darling?’ And I’d have to answer, ‘VII’, like we were living in ancient Rome. There’s a certain amount of pride too in how many pages I can write in my own book and these ones don’t count towards the total. When people ask me how long my book is I’ll have to say, ‘It’s 344 pages but then there’s another 8 pages in Roman numerals.’ It’s like when someone asks how long my wife and I have been married I always have to add on the time we were together before the wedding: ‘We’ve been married sixteen years, but we’ve been together for twenty.’ In future I think couples who got together before the pandemic will have to mention that their relationship survived that too: ‘We’ve been married four years, we’ve been together six years, and shared three lockdowns.’ So you’ll notice at the bottom, the number 2. No Roman numerals here. This book has started. Soon you’ll be on page 3. You’re really motoring.

I felt the need to write this Prologue (or Preface, or is it a Foreword?) as it is my second book so I wanted to remind you of what happened in the first one and set you up for this one. Like when you watch a new episode of a TV series and an American with a deep voice says, ‘Previously on . . .’ This can actually be quite annoying as most of us binge watch and have just seen the previous episode. I doubt very much any of you are binge reading my two books, so I think this is necessary.

My first book was entitled Life & Laughing. I thought of calling this one More Life & More Laughing, the next one Still Alive & Still Laughing, before the final, and most likely incomplete, instalment, Barely Alive & Dribbling. But the thinking was that you, the reader (or prospective reader if you’re standing in a bookshop perusing the first couple of pages. Go on, buy it! It’s good. I’ve read it, for the audiobook, which is also available), shouldn’t feel like you can’t read this one, without having read the first.

I loved working on my first autobiography and felt honoured and surprised to be asked to write it in the first place. My agent, the infamous cigar-chomping comedy management juggernaut Addison Cresswell, called me up in early 2009.

‘Michael! Addison!’ he barked, his accent heavily influenced by East End gangsters.

His voice was uniquely gruff like he was coughing up words. He started every phone conversation by introducing himself, even though I had Caller ID. He knew about Caller ID because when I rang him, he would always pick up and say,

‘Michael.’

But then strangely introduce himself again,

‘Addison.’

Even though I’d phoned him on his personal mobile phone and he literally had one of the most distinctive voices on earth. I think he just liked to give himself a big introduction, and frankly he deserved it, as speaking with him was always full of exciting showbiz plans and gossip. He truly was a whirlwind of a man.

‘I’m going to get you a book deal,’ he announced.

My first thought was that he was telling me about the 3 for 2 offer at Waterstones. Writing a book had literally never crossed my mind. I had been working hard at stand-up comedy for years, but I had only just started to find real success.

‘I’ve set up meetings with all the major publishers for you to write your autobiography,’ he continued.

I found the prospect incredibly daunting but I knew not to question him. The best thing to do with Addison is just strap in and enjoy the ride. Trust him. He was the most feared and respected player in the comedy industry. He represented or had represented a who’s who of British comedy: Jonathan Ross, Lee Evans, Peter Kay, Jack Dee, Alan Carr . . . Who was I to argue?

‘Right, this is what’s going to happen. We’re meeting all the big publishers at 1 p.m. at the office next Tuesday.’

‘We’re meeting them all together?’ I asked, confused.

‘No, I just want them all to arrive at the same time and have to sit waiting with each other in reception. I’m just being honest with ya. Only one publisher, Penguin, is interested in you. The others took a bit of convincing to come. I’m just being honest with ya. I want Penguin to think you’re the hottest comedian in town, generate a bit of heat around you. Get the price up. Nobody wants to miss out on The Beatles.’

‘Am I The Beatles? All of them?’ I asked, hoping he thought that much of me.

‘No, yes, I don’t know. Are ya? That’s not the point.’ Addison ploughed on. ‘The point is you might be The Beatles and they don’t want to miss out. We got to make ’em think that. I know what I’m doing.’

‘Won’t they talk to each other in reception?’ I worried.

‘No chance. They’re rivals. They’ll just be eyeballing each uva. We’ll meet with them one by one and then get Penguin in last. By that time they’ll be shittin’ themselves that they ain’t gonna get ya. Just let me do my job. I know what I’m doing.’

These are phrases Addison used all the time, ‘Just let me do my job’ and ‘I know what I’m doing’, but the main one was ‘I’m just being honest with ya’, and when he said it you really had to brace yourself as he never held back. Once when I was in the midst of having a suit fitted at a tailor’s in Soho, he approached the delicate subject of my weight gain in the following way:

‘Michael, are you planning on gaining more weight or losing weight? Because I suggest losing weight. You’re getting fat. I’m just being honest with ya.’

The tailor, mumbling through a safety pin in his mouth, a tape measure draped over his shoulders suggested, ‘I could open the side panels in the shirt if you want, to give you more room.’

‘Open the panels?’ Addison said, half hugging and half head-locking me. ‘It’s not about opening the panels, it’s about closing his fucking mouth when there’s cake around. I’m just being honest with ya. You’re fat, sort it out.’

I was usually quite confident at meetings, especially when it was just Addison and me. Addison was a performer who knew his act inside out. He would launch into show business anecdotes which I and, more often than not, the people we were meeting with, had heard him tell before. But we never laughed any less. Not because they were hilarious – a story told over and over will inevitably get diminishing returns. If Addison didn’t get the response he felt a story deserved he would immediately launch into another one (that we’d also heard before) to try to top it. To underline how much Addison was a performer in his own right, he would always have one final story that concluded every meeting and every phone call: ‘I’ll end on this,’ he’d say before launching into his closing tale.

Addison held court in every room. I was supposed to be a hotshot new comedian but I could barely get a word in, not that I cared. This was Addison’s world, wheeling and dealing. He was the star of this show, not me. Many times we left meetings together and he would whisper to me, ‘You were great’, and I had barely said a word. Maybe on reflection he was just talking to himself.

The prospect of a string of meetings with publishers made me nervous. I felt out of my depth. I’m not much of a reader. Reading is a hobby. There are lots of hobbies I don’t do. People don’t judge me for not stamp collecting, trainspotting, baking or knitting. There’s just something about reading that makes people who read a lot snobby towards people who don’t. When I tell people I don’t read very often, they give me a certain look as if they’re re-evaluating the esteem they previously held me in. I’m worried that’s what you’re thinking now, as you obviously are a reader. Often people don’t believe me.

‘You don’t read? Don’t be silly, of course you do,’ they’ll say, looking over the top of their reading glasses, even if they’re not wearing reading glasses.

They wouldn’t have said, ‘You don’t fish, don’t be silly,’ or ‘You don’t hula hoop? Are you being serious?’

‘My wife reads non-stop, at least a book every week!’ I always tell people straight after the revelation of my non-reading, as if her excessive reading makes up for my shortfall and reading statistics are best averaged out between couples.

My problem with reading is that I read very slowly and my mind wanders. So I have to re-read what I have already read very slowly again, only for my mind to wander again. This cycle continues until I literally fall asleep no matter what time of day it is. The process of reading has a strangely hypnotic effect on me. This is why when I do read I’m so proud of what page number I’m on. A few years ago I went away to an Austrian weight-loss clinic for a week and returned a stone lighter and decided the new improved me should try reading again. The sight of me in bed with a book and not watching TV made my seven-year-old son Ossie deeply distressed, as he genuinely thought I was an imposter posing as his father. Who was this slim reading man lying on Daddy’s side of the bed? It looked so alien to him. Was it an alien? So he burst into tears and then literally slapped me open-handed across the face. ‘Stop reading! Stop it! You don’t read, Mummy reads, you look weird, I want Daddy back, get Daddy back from Austria, I don’t want you,’ he screamed, before striking me again.

So as I sat in the boardroom of Addison’s TV production company, Open Mike, in the heart of London’s Soho, waiting to meet a string of publishers, I felt apprehensive, nervous and out of my depth. Surely these learned literary lovers would judge me more than anyone. How can I write a book if I hardly read them? And they’re bound to ask me about whether I had read certain books. All I could do was pray those books were made into movies I had seen. To be honest, the only books I can remember finishing are The Secret History by Donna Tartt, The Catcher in the Rye, Neil Simon and Jackie Mason’s autobiographies, and Gazza, which was an unauthorized biography of the footballer Paul Gascoigne I read when I was a kid. The rest of them made me either fall asleep or get violently attacked by my children.

‘Right, let’s get the first one in here,’ Addison barked into the phone from the boardroom like Lord Sugar on The Apprentice.

Reception was full of representatives from all the major publishing houses, among them James Brown from Penguin who was the only person who actually wanted to meet me and potentially sign me up. The rest were all gathered as part of Addison’s elaborate mind-game production. In walked a cardiganed lady sporting what is now described as a lockdown haircut but was then ahead of its time. She actually had a book sticking out of the pocket of her knitwear. I harboured a faint hope that it was Gazza so we could have a mini book club session. ‘A wonderful read,’ I would have enthused. ‘The passage about Vinny Jones grabbing his testicles was exceptional. I still pick that book up occasionally. A timeless classic.’

Addison bounded to his feet like the bell had just gone off at the beginning of a WWE wrestling match and thrust out his hand.

‘Penelope, Addison Cresswell.’

‘Hello,’ she meekly replied before turning to me saying, ‘And you are?’

She didn’t even know who I was.

Addison quickly butted in. ‘That’s Michael, now let’s get down to business. I’ve spoken to Jonathan and he might be up for it if the deal’s right.’

Jonathan? What’s going on?

It turned out she was there for a meeting with Addison about Jonathan Ross. Addison just wanted James Brown from Penguin to think she was there to see me. So for twenty minutes or so I played the part of Addison’s mute colleague. Maybe she thought I was his personal assistant or on work experience. The rest of the meetings followed a similar pattern as it transpired that all the other publishers were there to have meetings regarding other comedians Addison represented. A few of the publishers recognized me and said hello before discussing possible books by Jack Dee or Alan Carr. While I was feeling like the least popular comedian in the country, James Brown from Penguin was sitting in reception believing the opposite. He had waited while all his main publishing rivals were being ushered in one by one to vie for my coveted signature behind the closed door of the boardroom.

‘Just Penguin left?’ Addison uttered into the phone to the receptionist. ‘Great, send him in.’

At long last my would-be publisher James Brown entered the boardroom for a meeting that was actually about me. His friendly face was smiling from ear to ear and I immediately felt relaxed with him. Strangely, he was carrying a brand-new boxed 32-inch television.

‘Michael, so good to finally meet you,’ he said as he shook my hand with both of his, laughing wildly before I’d even opened my mouth. ‘You’re so funny!’

‘I’ve got a present for you from everyone at Penguin,’ he continued as he plonked the TV down on the table. ‘It’s HD-ready! Hahahahahaha!’ he laughed.

‘What’s going on?’ Addison interjected. ‘We gonna watch TV together? I thought we were doing a book deal?’

‘It’s from your joke,’ beamed James, ‘about HD-ready TVs. I love that one.’

There was a strange time before HD TV, you might remember, when you would buy new TVs that said ‘HD-Ready’ in the top right-hand corner. I had made jokes about them on Live at the Apollo, personifying TVs who were HD-ready: ‘I’m ready, whenever you want to get HD, I want you to know that I’m ready’, and worried TVs who didn’t have the HD-ready sign: ‘I don’t want you to get HD, please don’t get HD, I’m just not ready.’

I couldn’t believe it. Penguin thought I was so hilarious they were buying me presents about my jokes. If only I had also made jokes about Ferraris, luxury holidays and gold bullion. Nothing relaxes me more than when I know someone finds me funny, and James was clearly my biggest fan. He went on to recount most of the jokes I’d ever told and then laughed wildly at them. I was having the best gig of my life and I hadn’t had to tell a single joke myself.

‘We’re hugely keen to work with you, Michael,’ he said, wiping away tears from his performance of all my material. ‘Celebrity autobiographies have been doing really well for us, especially by comedians. We think yours will be a huge success. Have you read many autobiographies?’

‘Errr . . .’ I hesitated, ‘I read Gazza.’

James cracked up laughing again, assuming I was joking.

‘To be honest I don’t really read,’ I continued. ‘Reading sends me to sleep.’

James started guffawing. I loved this guy. I wanted him cloned to fill the front row of all of my gigs.

‘A good book,’ I continued, launching into some of my actual stand-up material, ‘is called a page turner. Surely that’s the minimum expected of a book, that the pages turn. Do people ever say, “I wouldn’t recommend this book, the pages don’t turn, it’s more of a block than a book.” ’

With every laugh from James, Addison was adding money to the deal. He had teed him up perfectly and would soon go in for the kill.

‘As you can see, James, there’s a lot of excitement about Michael. We’ve had all the major publishers here and we’ve got several offers on the table. So if you’re serious about this it’s going to take a pretty substantial offer as it looks like there’s a bidding war developing. I’m just being honest with ya.’

What transpired over the coming days was indeed a bidding war between Penguin, and themselves. I kept saying to Addison, ‘Just take the money.’ ‘I know what I’m doing,’ was his inevitable response. When the deal was finally struck I subsequently learnt that Penguin were elated to have ‘won’ the race for my signature and went out for celebratory drinks.

Although it was never my plan to write a book and still isn’t my plan to read one, I found the six months I spent writing my first book the most enjoyable time of my career. Having a chance to reflect on my life and be at home with my family and not touring and performing was much needed respite. Life & Laughing ended with what I perceive to be my big break at the televised Royal Variety Performance in 2006. I was thirty years old and after being a uniquely tremendous loser in love I had met and married Kitty, the love of my life and mother of our then newborn son Lucas. Kitty was, and remains, out of my league. I don’t know who determines the leagues. I’m sure with gruelling exercise and Hollywood plastic surgeons there can be occasional promotions and relegations, but Kitty is far too many divisions above me for me to ever catch up. Go on, flick to the picture section. I’ll wait . . . See what I mean. Without her I would be a shadow of the man I am. Over the years I have pointed to unshaven, dirty, badly dressed men in the street who have obviously fallen on hard times. ‘You see that man over there, darling, the one with the two Lidl bags,’ I would say as we stopped at traffic lights. ‘That’s me, if I’d never met you’, and she would just nod in agreement. She knows and understands me better than I know myself. Every morning when I wake up dazed, confused and foggy brained – Who am I? Where am I? What year is it? – I see her sleeping next to me and it all comes flooding back and I feel an overwhelming sense of joy that she’s my wife.

After years of debt and lack of success on the comedy circuit, Life & Laughing culminated in a moment of real triumph. I remember striding off that stage at the London Coliseum, the applause of the bejewelled and bow-tied Royal Variety audience ringing in my ears. I glanced at Prince Charles looking down on me from the Royal Box, his face grinning and wobbling. ‘He’s an incredibly funny chap,’ I imagined him muttering to Camilla, ‘I’m sure the public will take to him, like they did to Diana. No offence darling.’ It was a momentous night and a huge relief that I had delivered when it mattered most. I phoned Kitty from a payphone after the show – I have no idea why I used a payphone when I must have had a mobile phone in 2006 and been surrounded by people with mobile phones who could surely lend me theirs. Maybe I did use my mobile phone and my memory has just romanticized the moment, like I was in an old black and white movie. But I clearly recall being in a phone box outside the theatre in Covent Garden, rather unromantically surrounded by sexually graphic business cards of local prostitutes and the smell of urine. Kitty was at home sleeplessly waiting for news. I told her that I couldn’t have done any better, that all the struggling and striving had been worth it. My performance was calm and confident. I knew what I was doing on that big stage. I was ready. Everything that had gone before was just learning and preparation and now, the real stuff, the exciting stuff, was about to start.

It was the beginning . . .




1

My mother would use the expression ‘I slept like a baby’ when I was growing up and I was sure she was referring to a good night’s sleep. So when I had a baby of my own I was expecting to marvel at their ability to sleep soundly. It turns out that either this expression is misleading, or my poor mother used to spend her nights screaming and shitting the bed. Having a baby is the most momentous and magical thing that ever happened to me. But as soon as you’ve performed the miracle of creation, your main focus becomes getting the baby to sleep, for as long as possible. A sleeping baby is the Holy Grail of parenting. The whisper of my wife’s voice telling me that, ‘He’s asleep’ was definitely the highlight of my early years of fatherhood. For when your baby is sleeping, the worrying for their well-being is paused and you, like them, can relax. Many times, Lucas would cry for hours, his distress distressing Kitty and me tenfold: ‘What’s wrong with him?’ ‘He’s really not OK.’ ‘Is it wind? It seems worse than wind.’ ‘He’s turning blue.’ ‘Should we call the doctor?’ Then as if by magic he would exhaust himself to sleep, rendering Kitty and me paralysed, not wanting to make a sound in case he woke up again. Relying on lip reading to communicate with each other. Slowly, and with more care than any bomb disposal expert has ever taken, we would place him in his Moses basket. It was only then we could enjoy a fleeting moment of peace, momentarily free from parental high anxiety. Gazing lovingly at him, his soft breath making his tiny tummy rise and fall in his cosy Babygro. This would last about forty seconds before the panic set in again: ‘Is he breathing?’ ‘He’s breathing funny.’ ‘Something’s wrong.’ ‘He’s turning yellow.’ ‘I don’t know if he is breathing properly.’ Then we would poke him, wake him, he would restart screaming and we would spend another three hours trying to get him back to sleep, before poking him awake again.

Nothing prepares you for fatherhood. Initially a father’s role isn’t remotely as intense as a mother’s. Kitty was in labour for thirty-six hours with Lucas, although she adds an hour every time she tells the story of his birth. I think the last time she told the story it was sixty-three hours. Hold on, I’ll ask her now . . .

. . . I stand corrected. She was actually in labour for sixty-four hours.

My only two duties on day one of Lucas’s life were to cut the umbilical cord and put him in his car seat for his maiden voyage home. Thankfully I did these in the correct order, avoiding a frightful sight in the back seat of our Volkswagen Polo and an unnecessarily uncomfortable journey for my wife. The cord cutting was as easy as it sounds. I was handed the scissors by the midwife, which avoided me having to find them, which is a lifelong struggle: ‘Where’s the scissors? Have you seen the scissors? I just put them down, they’ve disappeared?’ I’ve long been convinced that when you’re not looking scissors come to life and shuffle off on their two pointy legs and hide from you for their own entertainment. But no such problems in University College Hospital on 29 June 2005, as I slotted my thumb and forefinger into the fit-for-purpose mini-scissors and liberated my son from his mother, giving him his first taste of independence. The car seat however was the single most difficult undertaking of my life to date. Why I thought I didn’t need to read the instructions and practise before the birth, I will never know.

‘Is the car seat ready, Dad?’ said the midwife in her thick Irish accent as we descended in the hospital lift with Lucas swaddled tightly in Kitty’s arms, his jet-black hair already slightly more on-trend than mine. I had never been called ‘Dad’ before so wondered how the Chinese gentleman in a wheelchair who was sharing our lift could possibly be her father. But it was me she was talking to. How surreal. Even after nine months to get used to the idea, it still hadn’t registered.

‘Yes, yes. The car seat’s in the car,’ I reassured her. Not realizing I may need another nine months to work out how to fit it.

We walked super slowly down Gower Street in Central London in what felt like a new world, both to Lucas and to us. Everything suddenly seemed so loud and threatening. Cars screeching and hooting. Cyclists whizzing by. Workmen shouting. It was terrifying. Even though the car was less than fifty metres away it felt like a marathon. Lucas looked so vulnerable. Finally we made it to the car and I opened the back door.

‘What the fuck?’ said Kitty when she saw the car seat still in its box on the back seat. ‘I’ve been in labour for forty-one hours’ (she had told the story five times at that point) ‘and you haven’t sorted out the car seat? You only had one thing to do, Michael. One!’

‘I also had to cut the umbilical cord, darling. I had two things . . .’ I started saying in my defence before I too was cut off.

‘Just sort it out now,’ she shouted as she sat in the back seat squashed up against the large unopened Maxi-Cosi car seat box. I caught Lucas’s tiny eye as Kitty scooched over. He seemed to look at me and then back to his mother as if to say, ‘This guy? You married this guy?’

I immediately started to panic, furiously ripping at the box that didn’t seem to grant me any obvious point of entry. It was Sellotaped along the edges. I pulled at the corners with all my strength but the tape just stretched further and further, determined not to let me in. I started to hack at the box with my car key, puncturing little holes that mimicked the ignition of the Volkswagen Polo but in no way helped open the box. Then a eureka moment, as I realized I had pocketed the umbilical cord scissors. A few snaps of the stretched Sellotape later and I finally got the box open. Lucas watching on surely concluded that his dad has one skill and one skill only, to cut things with tiny scissors.

I’m sorry to report that getting into the box was the easy part. What followed was excruciatingly challenging. First the seat had to be strapped into the car using the seat belt. Then I was confronted with six metal clasps that all had to fit together like a Crystal Maze puzzle in order to buckle the baby in. There seemed to be an infinite number of combinations these clasps could potentially fit. Every time I assembled them all together, I tried to push them into the buckle but they would not click in. Why wouldn’t they click in? Just click the fuck in! I remember Lucas crying, Kitty mumbling, ‘I can’t believe this is happening’ and my futile attempts failing over and over again. I was sweating, cursing, wailing. At one point I asked for an epidural. The relief when the clasps finally clicked into the buckle is indescribable. I genuinely thought it would never happen, or take so long that Lucas would have grown out of the baby seat or be old enough to drive us all home.

I was assigned further fatherly duties over the early years of Lucas’s life, but one thing Kitty and I always shared was the ‘early shift’. This is when one of us would get up early with the baby to allow the other much needed sleep. We alternated daily without fail, this normally being indicated with one of us responding to Lucas’s 5 a.m. wake-up with a satisfied mumble of ‘It’s your turn’ from the cocooned comfort of the duvet. And it was these words I heard the morning after my triumphant Royal Variety Performance. ‘But, darling, I was home very late and had a few drinks after the show . . .’

‘It’s your turn,’ she firmly sleep talked back to me, turning away to find additional comfort for her lie-in.

Lucas was eighteen months old now. A toddler. He was as uneasy on his feet as I had been the night before, staggering home after several celebratory glasses of cheap red wine. The evidence of my late-night raid of the fridge greeted me a few hours later as I tried to locate a jar of baby food to warm up for Lucas, hoping I hadn’t drunkenly eaten them all myself as a kebab substitute. I popped Lucas on the floor to play with his box of toy cars while I boiled the kettle, the now familiar whiff of a full nappy regularly drifting my way as I prioritized my coffee over him sitting in his own shit.

The three of us, Kitty, Lucas and I, were renting what the chain-smoking estate agent had described as a ‘one and a half bedroom, half bathroom’ flat in Alma Road with its identical Victorian terraced houses on the outskirts of Muswell Hill in North London. We had moved there from our ‘one bedroom, one shower room’ rented flat just up the road. Simple maths will tell you that we had gained half a bedroom and half a bathroom by relocating. Kitty especially was desperate for a relaxing bath, having only been able to shower for two years and bath Lucas in a blow-up baby bath in the living room. She was also eager for Lucas to have his own room. So we were seduced by the flat in Alma Road with its tiny box room for Lucas and half bathroom, which was like a normal bathroom but with half a bath, a shortened bath that you could only sit in bolt upright.

‘You can lie down with your feet dangling outside the bath and resting on the toilet seat,’ the estate agent helpfully suggested. ‘It also takes half as long to run as a normal bath,’ he added, doing his best to sell the property.

We had two boxes to tick and the flat on Alma Road half ticked both of them, so was technically an upgrade. We were so blinded by the half bedroom and half bathroom we completely overlooked how awful the rest of the flat was, in particular the ‘galley’ kitchen, as the estate agent had optimistically described it. It was no bigger than an average coat cupboard and painted in a colour that seemed inspired by the contents of Lucas’s nappy. When we viewed the property the estate agent, whose teeth seemed more yellow every time he opened his mouth, was so expecting us to hate it that he actually blurted out, ‘Really?’ when Kitty proclaimed she loved the flat, would like us to move in immediately and started running herself a bath.

Alma Road was the latest in a series of rented flats in North London that always cost us £200 per week. Kitty and I had moved to Crouch End a few years previously as £200 went a lot further there than in Hampstead and Belsize Park, where we had grown up. We were very happy in our ground-floor flat in Crouch End: it had an abundance of badly assembled Ikea furniture, a drawer full of Allen keys, a quaint little terrace and, although we didn’t realize it was a luxury at the time, a whole bath. We were happy there until I had an argument with the busybody old lady Pamela, who lived directly above us. Pamela was in her seventies and short, maybe 5 foot on tiptoes. Her grey hair was brutally cut, more than likely by herself. An angry woman whose face wrinkles had not been forged from smiling, she was constantly knocking on my door with utterly unreasonable complaints. Whenever I could just see a wisp of grey hair through the peephole, I knew I was in trouble.

‘Must your wife blow-dry her hair? It’s very noisy. I don’t have a hairdryer. I just brush it,’ she would spit, and then scuttle off without waiting for a response.

But nothing wound up Pamela more than leaves. Autumn was living hell for her. She was always banging on our door and ordering me to sweep up the leaves that had fallen overnight.

‘It’s disgusting,’ she would snap as if it was dog poo everywhere and not a few discarded yellow and orange London plane tree leaves.

I normally appeased her as it didn’t seem worth falling out with someone living above us who was obviously not altogether sane. But things came to a head one morning when she knocked furiously on our door. I opened it to find her even more incensed than usual, which was elevated by the fact that Kitty was blow-drying her hair at that very moment.

‘LEAVES!’ she shouted, pointing at the ground around her. ‘WHY? WHY HAVEN’T YOU SWEPT THEM?’

‘Pamela, it’s my porch, I’ll sweep them when I want, or not sweep them at all,’ I said, for the first time showing some resistance.

What happened next is barely believable. She scrunched up her little wrinkled face, clenched her little wrinkled fist and punched me square in the jaw, an uppercut that had a surprising amount of power behind it. She then cocked her hand and said, ‘Do you want some more?’

I was in shock. It really hurt. What was I supposed to do? I couldn’t retaliate. There are rules in life and I’m pretty sure that ‘Don’t hit old ladies’ is one of them. So, I’m humiliated to admit, I slammed the door and then called the police. Within the hour there was another heavy knock on the door. I looked through the peephole, worried I’d see Pamela’s wisp of grey hair again or several wisps from a posse she had gathered at the bingo to finish me off. Instead, I saw two of the burliest police officers I’d ever seen. They must have each been about 6½ foot tall. I immediately regretted my knee-jerk decision to involve the law. I gave them a full account of the incident that they read back to me whilst trying not to laugh.

‘So, Mr McIntyre, at approximately 10.30 a.m. you were assaulted by your neighbour Pamela because you failed to sweep the leaves from your porch. She is described as being in her mid to late seventies, grey hair, glasses, hearing aid in the right ear, a slight hunch and approximately 5 foot tall.’

‘Yes,’ I reluctantly said, flushed red with embarrassment, masking the hint of redness from Pamela’s blow.

They paid Pamela a visit and warned her about her future conduct and made her agree to write me a letter of apology. A few days later I received her letter. The first four pages were an essay about why I should sweep up the leaves, then a page on how pointless hairdryers are, and the final line read, ‘I’m sorry I beat you up.’

We then moved to central Muswell Hill into the aforementioned characterful flat with no bath. The flat was on the top floor, making it impossible for any psychopathic pensioners to live above us. The estate agent proudly announced it had a large ‘unofficial’ roof terrace, which was actually just a roof. Every building ever built has an ‘unofficial’ roof terrace. Though it did have a lovely rustic charm, beautiful oak floors and was tastefully furnished by the landlord in what was described as shabby chic. Kitty and I had only ever experienced shabby, so the addition of chic was extremely enticing. However, we realized on moving in that the pros of living just off the High Street were actually outweighed by the cons. For one thing the beautiful church directly opposite the flat wasn’t a church anymore, it had been converted into an O’Neill’s, an enormous Irish pub. Our bedroom window overlooked the pub and night after night drunk men would urinate against the wall opposite us. After the initial upset this caused Kitty and me, we turned it into a game. Every time a man exited the pub we would guess if he was a ‘pisser’ or not. By the time Lucas was born, Kitty was winning, having correctly identified well over a hundred ‘pissers’. It turned out she had a remarkable talent for guessing when men needed a pee, a skill she honed nightly. ‘Second door on the left,’ she would impressively say to our houseguests before they had a chance to ask where the loo was.

The final straw was when one man was so intoxicated he decided not to piss against the wall but to lean his back against it and piss out, away from the wall towards Kitty and me watching at the window, with his apparatus on display. It was horrifying, we both felt so dirty. It was one of the rare occasions we preferred a shower to a bath, to help wash away the memory.

‘Are you hungry?’ I asked Lucas as he played on the exposed floorboards of the small dining area outside our ‘galley’ kitchen in Alma Road.

I wasn’t expecting a response as at that stage his entire vocabulary consisted of two words, ‘car’ and ‘map’. I would joke onstage that he might be trying to escape. If his next words were ‘passport’ and ‘credit card’ I would know for sure.

‘Car,’ he replied, which I took as a yes as I hoicked him into his highchair.

I had heated up some kind of fruit compote that he was reluctant to open his mouth for. I had to be silly and pull funny faces until his mouth fell open and I would shove as much of it in as possible which he would half eat and half spit out, the food often landing in the gaps between the floorboards.

‘Daddy had a good show last night,’ I said.

‘Car,’ he said, but he seemed interested.

‘It’s going to be on TV next week,’ I continued.

‘Car,’ he replied. Although this might actually have been what he meant as the film Cars was his absolute favourite, he watched it every day of his life.

‘We can watch Cars afterwards,’ I promised.

‘Map,’ he said, as more fruit compote spilled from his mouth.

It was good father–son time, a man to man. I was proud of myself. There’s something about being a comedian as a profession that is weird. It is, by its nature, not very serious. It can’t be. But it’s as serious as any job that is done primarily to put food on the table, even if most of it falls on the floor. I had responsibilities; another nappy whiff reminded me of my most immediate one, but beyond that I had to build a life for my family. It was a bizarre feeling having performed for 2,000 people the night before, knowing that in a week millions would see that performance on TV. It was a limbo laced with panic that there had been something wrong with the cameras or sound, it wasn’t recorded, would not be broadcast, wasn’t as good as I thought, or wasn’t any good at all. But it was exciting, really exciting. For the first time, I saw a future where I lived somewhere with a bath that my whole body could fit in, where the coat cupboard was for coats and not the kitchen, where my wife could blow-dry her hair without fear of her husband being sucker punched by a septuagenarian, and I could look out of my bedroom window to see a view that didn’t contain drunks pissing.

‘Now, is it time to get that nappy changed?’ I asked Lucas, his face, Babygro and the floor covered in fruit compote.

‘Car,’ agreed Lucas.
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Weeks had passed since my Royal Variety Performance was broadcast and after the initial flurry of praise and congratulations from friends and family, it was starting to feel like it never happened. I was recognized in public only once by a woman eating alone in Zen, a Chinese restaurant in Hampstead. I was elated when she said I was the best new comedian she’d ever seen and would be following my career closely. Although this high was soon cancelled out by another diner who mistook me for a waiter and asked for some more soy sauce, after Kitty had sent me to the loo saying I needed a pee. So I was waiting for my phone to ring and constantly checking it. I was impatient for things to take off. My diary still contained the same old depressing club gigs. Nothing had changed.

Addison was, of course, the key to everything. My relationship with him was embryonic. He was my manager but he was busy managing the careers of comedy superstars. I had to compete for his time and attention. Whenever I saw his name pop up on my phone it was thrilling. He had seen me perform for the first time less than six months earlier, and since then I had entered into his whirlwind of star making. Before that, comedy seemed like a miserable business as I spent my twenties gigging around the country in small comedy clubs with older and often bitter comics. I had forgotten that glamour and glory was actually possible in this business. Addison had injected that into my life, I’d had a taste and was craving more. But he made me nervous. He had an aura and bluster all of his own, but that’s not just what made me nervous. He wielded so much power and influence and I didn’t want to blow my opportunity for him to wield it for me. I was on the bottom rung of an industry that Addison not only knew inside out but very much helped to create. He was a true impresario with an eye for talent. As a student at Brighton Polytechnic in the late seventies, he promoted music events and booked up-and-coming bands like U2 and Madness. Alternative comedy and cabaret was burgeoning and in 1981 Addison set up Off The Kerb from a tiny office in Peckham, South-East London, to promote shows in clubs and universities featuring the likes of Phill Jupitus, Julian Clary and John Hegley. Soon he was representing future household names Jack Dee and Lee Evans and began building an industry he went on to dominate.

It was Danny Julian, who had worked for Addison since he was a teenager, who began managing me at Off The Kerb without Addison having seen me perform. I’ve never known anybody who can equal Danny’s energy, enthusiasm and above all positivity. Whenever I mention Danny in this book, it’s important that you imagine him in his natural habitat: sitting at his cluttered desk with a telephone headset strapped on whilst swivelling on his swivel chair and constantly nattering on the phone with at least four calls waiting. When I first joined Off The Kerb in 2005, Danny instantly revolutionized my life as a jobbing comedian. I was not only gigging regularly and making a steady income, but doing my preferred gigs with friendly comedy-loving crowds instead of unfriendly alcohol-loving ones. But in my first year at the agency I had only spoken to Addison once on the phone and never met him personally. This only added to his mystique. I owed my former agent money, money I didn’t have. I had received a legal demand for an amount far beyond what I thought I owed and it terrified me. I asked Danny for advice and he said, ‘Let me ask Addison, he’ll know what to do.’ My heart immediately pounded. I didn’t want to trouble the almighty Addison with my lowly problems. The line went dead as I was put on hold. Moments later Danny was back: ‘Ad wants a word.’

‘With me?’ I said, my voice breaking like a teenager.

‘Deep breath, mate,’ Danny said, understanding fully how I felt, before the line went dead again. Oh fuck, I’m about to speak to Addison Cresswell. For those of you who have seen The Godfather (I’m assuming all of you), I suddenly understood exactly how the hitman Luca Brasi felt when he met Don Corleone for the first time, sweat pouring from his brow as he nervously recited what he would say to him: ‘I am honoured and grateful that you have invited me to your home . . .’

‘Michael. Addison.’ It was the first time I had heard his voice. Up to this point in my life, my ears were unaware that an octave so low existed on the vocal register. I could feel my brain expanding to cope.

‘I am honoured and grateful . . .’ I began, but Addison talked over me. No pleasantry, no introduction, just business.

‘I understand you owe money to your old agent. Just pay him off, in full. Whatever he wants, it’s just not worth it. Clean break.’

And with that he was gone and the comfort of Danny’s voice restored, along with my heart rate. Addison’s interlude in my phone call with Danny was akin to when you’re on a train and then suddenly another train unexpectedly hurtles past in the opposite direction for a few shocking seconds. I was of course in no position to pay back my former agent in full and couldn’t heed his advice. Instead I ended up writing a letter begging him to accept what I could afford, which he thankfully did.

The first time I met Addison in person was over six months later at the Edinburgh Festival in 2006, a few days before he first saw me perform and a few months before he would get me on the Royal Variety, but then I was nothing to him. I was in the Pleasance Courtyard, which will forever be the place to be at the festival. A large courtyard that served as a hub for several venues all around it. There was a huge multicoloured blackboard displaying the names of all the shows appearing at the Pleasance and what time they began, some with the much craved for ‘Sold Out’ sign alongside. The courtyard was always full of hustle and bustle, people drinking beer and wine from plastic cups and queuing for shows. Pleasance staff in matching yellow polo shirts crying out among the chattering and laughing assembled comedy fans, ‘The house is now open for Al Murray!’ or ‘Queue on the left please for Frank Skinner!’ I loved walking through the Pleasance Courtyard as a comedian performing at the festival. It was my first little taste of celebrity, as occasionally a punter would approach me and tell me they enjoyed my show or recognize me from my posters pasted all over town wherever space could be found among the thousands of competing shows. I remember Jimmy Carr, who was already a TV star then, walking though the courtyard in a white suit literally like a god, turning heads and igniting excited conversation.

One August night after I had just come offstage, I was loitering in the courtyard scanning for a friendly face when I noticed a gaggle of comedians surrounding an unseen figure who was very much holding court. There he was. It was Addison. He was not a small man, but seemed smaller than I was expecting. His infamous reputation had made him grow so much in my mind I was expecting him to resemble a Tyrannosaurus rex – he had certainly sounded like one on the phone. He was wearing what I soon came to realize was his uniform, a shiny dark blue suit and crisp white shirt. He was in constant motion and extremely animated, bobbing and weaving like a middle-weight boxer. I knew this moment was inevitable and was thrilled that it had come after I had just performed a decent show. I had that post-show inner glow of confidence after a good gig, when I felt at my most relaxed and sharpest. If I was Popeye, I would have just gulped my spinach. I sidled over and joined the audience of comedians surrounding Addison, including Shappi Khorsandi. He was mocking her and others, but everyone was laughing, including Shappi. Suddenly, mid-story, I caught his eye.

‘Who the fuck are you then?’ he said, like I had just broken into his home in the dead of night.

‘Michael McIntyre,’ I meekly replied.

‘This is Michael, you know Michael? Isn’t he with Off The Kerb? He’s brilliant,’ Shappi kindly said, as she introduced Addison to a comedian his own agency had represented for over a year. Addison then moved alarmingly close to my face.

‘Ahhhhh, you. Yeah. Apparently you’re like Jack Dee on
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