
[image: Illustration]


Re-Run the Fun

My Life as Pat Sharp

Pat Sharp

with

Darren Richman and Luke Catterson

[image: illustration]


Some of the names might be recognisable but what follows is a work of fiction. You’ll see the timeline of the Pat Sharp career with some familiar names and places along the way but everything else is invented.
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‘There are three sides to every story – yours, mine and the truth.’

Robert Evans

‘Well . . . uh . . . a true story? I couldn’t swear to every detail but it’s certainly true that it is a story.’

Sheriff Ed Tom Bell (No Country for Old Men)

‘The greatest children’s TV presenter ever to have lived.’

Neil Buchanan (admittedly talking about himself)

‘Oh, the mullet guy?’

Various (admittedly talking about Pat Sharp)




Prologue

It can’t be true. As I stand on the set one last time and contemplate the end of an era, it occurs to me that it simply cannot be true.

It’s late 1999 and we’re just days away from a legendary Millennium Eve party chez Sharp, but my mind couldn’t be further from the prospect of sitting around my computer with friends and family waiting for it to crash.

Neil Buchanan was present and kept banging on about Internet dating and how he’d landed a stunner. It would transpire he was the first victim of ‘catfishing’, but refused to be interviewed for the television show.

It’s hard to believe I’ve been doing this job for ten years and even harder to believe it’s all about to come to an end. ‘Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end . . .’ went the Semisonic song I was rarely allowed to play on London’s Heart a year earlier. How I’d fought the men upstairs on that one. How I’d lost. Still, I’d won with ‘Sweet Like Chocolate’ and I still get Christmas cards from Shanks and Bigfoot. Was this closing time for Sharpy or a new beginning? In time, the answer to that question would become patently obvious.

The whole thing feels like a dream. We’ve done this hundreds of times before and yet today things feel very different and there is a definite sadness behind Melanie’s eyes – or maybe it was Martina’s – I never really bothered learning which twin was which. At the end of round one, I wipe something from my eye but, on this solitary occasion, it’s not a stray bit of gunge. ‘Keep it together, Pat – the show must go on,’ the twins tell me, with the waving of their pom-poms. ‘Keep it together, Pat – the show must go on,’ the producer tells me with the earpiece in my ear.

Everything is a blur of red and yellow. The names of the obstacles are suddenly imbued with profound meaning after years of seeming little more than gibberish: The Snake in the Box, Fireman’s Pole, Flying Fox, Ball Run, Climbing Net, A-Frame, Giant Steps, Danger Net, Crawl Tube, WildSlide. The list is endless. Although I’m going to end it there.

Gunge is no longer merely a gooey slime with thick, viscous consistency – it is the very stuff of life itself. We are all of us a disgusting runny substance but some of us are looking at the stars. Most of us live in a house but it takes that something special to make it a Fun one.

We’ve done 139 episodes. That’s fewer than EastEnders but more than Knightmare; fewer than The Really Wild Show but more than the 1994 FA Cup Final. You might think they all blur into one but they don’t. Each one is a vivid and distinct memory. Like a snowflake, the untrained eye considers them the same but the beauty is in the nuance.

It is during the final round when I come closest to losing it. This has been my life for a decade, a non-stop rollercoaster of shrieking children and ageing twins. And now it’s coming to an end. The final prepubescent competitors (‘prepubescitors’ was the popular industry term Chris Tarrant once proudly claimed to have coined) enter the Fun House and seek their fortune. Not literally, obviously – the only prizes in there were non-monetary because of an obscure European law stating that children cannot win money on game shows.

The red team exit with an incredible array of riches, ranging from a state-of-the-art Sony Discman to a state-of-the-art Sony Walkman. They didn’t get the stationery kit but then you can’t always get what you want. But now it’s time for an action replay, one last glimpse of the Red Boy’s incredible lunge across the ball pool. ‘Let’s . . .’ I begin, before taking a moment to compose myself and utter the words I’d said so many times before. The words which I knew then would make the perfect title for my autobiography: ‘. . . re-run the fun!’


Chapter 1

Tom Jones – ‘Sugar Sugar’

Probably the only person who could be called a ‘pants magnet’ and still be cool, how do you not pick Tom Jones? I know it’s the obvious choice but it’s hard to overlook the song he is almost synonymous with – his cover of ‘Sugar Sugar’.

I was born Patrick Sharpin in October 1961. A beginning is something you only get to do once because, after that, it isn’t a beginning any more, but more of a middle, on the way to becoming an end. One of Mum’s little proverbs, that. She would never use one word if a hundred would do and that ability to fill the silence was something I inherited and stood me in good stead when interviewing monosyllabic pre-teens many years later.

My parents were incredibly proud when I was born. Our neighbours had offered a lift to the hospital but my father steadfastly refused saying, ‘We can take care of everything, thank you very much.’ He maintained that the Robinsons were the type of people who would never let you forget they’d done you a favour, although I never saw any evidence of that.

The upshot of all this was that I was born at home; in the games room, to be exact, but ‘not too close to the pool table . . . I don’t know if embryonic fluid will come out of the baize’. Did the fact that I was born in the ‘fun’ room of the house have any bearing on my future career? It seems a little ridiculous to say so and yet I feel that it would be remiss not to bring it up.

My mother tells me I made quite the entrance. More often than not, as I watched a contestant emerge from the giant spinning foam towers that marked the threshold of the Fun House, panting and reaching out for the studio floor, I would wonder how much my birth looked like that. It’s impossible to say for sure but you have to assume rather a lot.

It was a quick labour, which I like to think of as the equivalent of jumping into shot in a sort of ‘Ta-da!’ fashion (something I would later make entirely my own). Our makeshift midwife was my mum’s friend and she maintains that I really ‘held the room’. Had I had the power of speech I know for a fact I would have given a breezy greeting before engendering a rousing reception for the first guest: ‘Ladies and gentleman, please give it up for . . .the placenta!’

I actually don’t know what happened to that placenta. I still think about it sometimes.

I was the eldest child of one and enjoyed a very pleasant if unremarkable early life. We lived in Marylebone, London. The station isn’t as important to the infrastructure of London as the board game Monopoly would have you believe, but it’s still a thoroughly nice place.

My mother was a cleaner and one of my earliest memories was being taken with her to one of her jobs. She would sit me in a baby seat where I would be quite happy entertaining myself. Sometimes, the clients would be in or would come home while we were still there. I’d attract a lot of attention, especially with my thick, luxurious locks that were already in abundance. By the time I started nursery, it was found that I was in the top one percentile for hair. A lot of fuss was made about how I was a ‘delight’, ‘no trouble at all’ and ‘a refreshing personality that is likely to resonate with a range of demographics through multiple mediums’. Though they were good to me, they were often not so kind to my mother and I remember them shouting and everything becoming very heated. It was only years later that I was able to understand fully the injustice of those exchanges, when I was old enough to see what a shocking job my mother did as a cleaner. Most of her scrubbing was nothing short of a disgrace.

Those memories all merge together but there’s one afternoon that really sticks out. My mother was sitting on the sofa after a tiring ten minutes flapping a duster in the vague direction of some cabinets when she said some words that flew into my six-year-old core like an old car door to a junkyard magnet. ‘There’s so much bloody mess here . . . I hope they had fun making all that mess because it’s a bugger to sort it all out.’ My six-year-old brain took that sentence, cropped it, cleaned it up and identified the wonderful idea at its heart. What my mother had been trying to say, in her typically cack-handed way, was that she hoped they’d had fun making all that mess. I didn’t quite know what it meant but I knew that it was important. It was the start of something. Something big.

In the car on the way home, I realised that the big something was a game. Making mess was fun but tidying away wasn’t. What if I could devise a way that people could play and make as much mess as they wanted without worrying about tidying up? I had the title almost immediately and, as I’m sure you know, dear reader, the show would end up being made in the late ’80s.

It wasn’t straightforward and the show was in development hell for quite a few years. I was beginning to think that the show I knew I would become known for in years to come was simply going to disappear into obscurity, but they were able to get Sam Fox involved when she was really struggling for work. The final product was nothing at all like I’d originally envisaged and they pretty much only used the title but, sadly, that is all too often the way that things go in the entertainment business. Still, I probably never would have come up with Fun House if we’d gone ahead with Filthy, Dirty – Why Don’t You Come and Make a Mess?

The other thing that I remember about those days watching my mother do a sub-standard job of cleaning people’s houses was listening to the radio. The first thing my mother would do was to find the wireless and stick it on full blast. In fact, most of the cleaning she did was inadvertently sweeping by dancing around in her socks. There are so many things that make radio brilliant – the way that it comforts, the way that it stirs the imagination, opens new worlds that can only open because of the restrictions of it, notably being audio. One of those benefits is the way that it can introduce you to new things. It’s the outside world entering yours – pouring people, art, ideas into your world and you can take as much or as little as you like.

It was through the radio that I first encountered The Beatles. ‘Penny Lane’ was the latest single and it hit my ears like a custard pie hitting a clown’s face. The way the DJ announced it and seamlessly segued into a letter from a reader. It was like nothing I’d ever heard – casual, smooth, engaging, playful, uplifting, respectful. His voice was like velvet dripping in butter running down a water slide but with the flow restricted just enough to create the occasional moment of deeply satisfying roughness. Even today when I hear ‘Penny Lane’, part of me hopes that it will end with one of the best aural experiences of my life but, alas, it can never be replicated. I also think the song is all right but I largely think of it as an obstacle standing between me and the voice of an angel. An angel by the name of Tony Blackburn.

I liked school. Straight away I took to it like a duck to water and I think it was probably because I was suddenly presented with an audience. It’s a bit of a cliché to say that I was the class presenter but that’s very much how it was. I was always standing up and hyping whoever came into the room and, if ever something needed to be introduced, then everybody knew to expect my smooth voice and waving hands. It’s another cliché to say that I used presenting to win over the bullies but that’s again very much how it was. They’d come over to ask for my lunch money and I’d ask them engaging questions designed to give them a platform to tell an anecdote and then I’d whip up any nearby onlookers into a frenzy of applause and cheering. The key was always energy. I found early on that if you ask people questions that are fairly inane but require slightly more than a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response, then they’ll think you’re a bit strange – but if you do it with enough energy, then people go with it. I began experimenting with generic but positive nicknames like ‘big man’ at this stage and, it’s safe to say, I haven’t looked back.

I knew everybody at school. I knew all of their names, all of their favourite subjects, all of their favourite popstars. Every break time, I would flit from person to person having highoctane conversations for about twenty seconds before diving off to see a new person and showing them how excited I was that they were around before hurling myself at somebody else for some rapid-fire chatter.

I liked being in class. Shouting out continuity announcements between different parts of the lesson was a highlight for me and I think everybody liked how I kept the energy up and things stayed light. ‘Wow, question three was hilarious . . . Steve certainly looks like he got in a bit of a mess there. Let’s see what that’s done to the scores!’ There were two boys, Tim and Carl, who I had nominated to be scorers but they didn’t ever actually keep score. It didn’t matter because there were no prizes on offer and, although their lack of professionalism surprised and disappointed me at first, it made me realise that I was different. I demanded perfection and commitment and I had a sneaking suspicion that it would take me a long way. A very long way.

The playground was my favourite, though. I loved the freedom of running all over the place. Like I said about radio, it’s a window to the whole world and you have access to everything. The playground felt like that to me. When you’re six, you can’t even imagine being seven so an area a third the size of a football pitch feels like the whole world with its sights and sounds and smells, and I just wanted to be in the middle of it all.

The one place I didn’t like being was on the bus. We used to have school trips quite frequently and those journeys probably weren’t very long but they felt interminable to me. I wasn’t used to sitting in one space for so long and, unlike the classroom, it wasn’t in the round. People would sit in pairs and tended only to talk to the person next to them. It’s strange to think how we change. I think one of the big differences between childhood and adulthood is how much you want to sit next to somebody on a bus. For the whole journey! I couldn’t do that – primarily because nobody tended to sit next to me. It was when we were on our way to the Science Museum that it occurred to me that I was a Jack of all friends, master of none.

My favourite thing was when there was a new kid starting school. I was always called upon to meet them and show them around. I’d make them feel immediately at ease by jumping up and down in front of them and rattling off quick-fire questions. Then I’d get to introduce them to people and I always did a magnificent job. No sooner had I introduced them to somebody, and it didn’t even seem to matter if they had nothing in common, that was it – they would be off talking to their new buddy and walking swiftly away from me as if that person was their best friend in the world.

On one occasion, I sat next to Jason Nethercott on the bus for reasons that I’ve forgotten. We had a great first couple of minutes as we chatted and laughed, although I was doing the lion’s share of both of those activities. It came as something of a surprise when he snapped and told me that I was being annoying. Me? I was the one doing all of the work. I was asking the questions, I was making the glib and lively responses and bringing all of the energy to our two-person seat and yet he had the temerity to say that he wished he didn’t have to sit next to me. It’s never a nice feeling when somebody says that to you. It hurts when it’s Jason Nethercott on a school bus and it hurts when it’s everyone on your table at the Brits.

While the abuse at the Brits was haphazard and impersonal, Jason cut to the quick. He looked me up and down, from my glorious head of hair to my monogrammed trainers and said something that pains me to type even now, all these years later.

‘You put the prick in Patrick.’

Ouch. I had already been wondering if my name was slightly too long and needed some tidying up (typical Mum), but now my decision was made for me. From that day forth, I would be known simply as Pat. Pat Sharpin.

It was only a temporary setback. Even then I felt like a wise head, like I was the sort of person who understood people. Jason wasn’t angry at me. I was just the closest person when he needed to lash out. In retrospect, we were going to the Science Museum yet again and Jason’s favourite subject was trigonometry and we never seemed to get around to visiting the Trigonometry Museum.

I did fairly well at school without being spectacular. My mother would later remark that it was little surprise that I ended up on Radio 1 and Top of the Pops seeing as my reports were always so full of Bs and Cs. She would repeat the joke later when looking at one of my payslips. ‘I thought for a minute this was one of your old school reports!’ I found the joke just amusing enough to overlook the fact that she’d opened my post.

It’s strange that it’s only looking back now that I realise that I didn’t have any close friends. It’s sad, I suppose, but it didn’t seem that way at the time. Luckily, things are far less tragic these days. It’s only occurred to me now, as I sit here in this café alternating between writing these pages and pressing F5 on my inbox to see if the University of Roehampton have changed their mind about booking me to be part of their freshers’ week, that I realise you sometimes don’t appreciate just how upsetting your situation is. Poor little Pat.

I’d still go to sleepovers and birthday parties at bowling alleys but that was part of the inherent agreement that invitations will be extended to everyone in your class. I sometimes think that life would be simpler if we kept that system and just stayed in our primary school classes through life. It would be great to have such a self-contained guest list for your wedding.

I can remember being absolutely stunned by the behaviour I witnessed at one birthday bash. A few of us lads were round at Peter Hancock’s house and I couldn’t believe it when they started baking brownies. Then, as if overcome by sheer joy, they started giggling uncontrollably after each bite. It’s really amazing to me that men who came of age in the 1970s in this country are often considered an unenlightened breed and yet my peers found such joy in the act of baking.

So I never really had a best friend but I did have a worst. I wouldn’t say that Kevin Holt was a bully but he really seemed to have less a chip and more an oversized King Edward potato on his shoulder when it came to me. I would always greet him the same way I greeted everybody: big smile, cheery shouting of his name, arm round the shoulder and talking to him from slightly above and behind. He would always shake off my arm, though, and talk to me through gritted teeth.

I suspected that he didn’t like me but it was only when he challenged me to a fight that I knew for sure. The challenge was made in the middle of morning break in a public arena meaning it was impossible to turn down. As the exciting ‘oohing’ from the playground reached a crescendo, I realised that I had no choice but to accept. As an only child, the honour of my family, much like my hair in its heyday, rested on my shoulders. I knew that I had an obligation to fight for my family’s name (that I would later change to make slightly snappier).

The fight was arranged for after school that day and went the way of all of those types of fights. There was a lot of hype and excitement and then some jostling and hair pulling. I still wasn’t really sure why we were fighting so, before the jostling and hair pulling stage, I simply watched Kevin and waited for some kind of explanation. I didn’t really get it – he just kept shouting, ‘I hate you!’ which was disconcerting because he was looking slightly above my eyeline. The crowd goaded us and I heard bets being taken. The consensus seemed to be that I was slight favourite because of my energy levels and movement but, if Kevin caught me, then it could get ugly pretty quickly.

The ‘fight’ itself was an equal division of labour – I did the jostling and he did the hair pulling. At one stage, he had me in a kind of headlock and it was like he was rubbing his face into my hair and I was sure that I detected the faint sound of sobbing. ‘Sheet, blad . . . some kid’s gettin’ deaded,’ remarked Mr Moorhouse, our Head of English.

Only when we were separated by Mr Moorhouse, did I notice that Kevin’s hair was starting to thin. The way it was dishevelled made the recession of the hairline that bit more obvious. Suddenly, it all made sense.

I suppose it was then I realised that my hair would one day come to prominence. Great prominence.

My father held down a number of different jobs. He started out as a single-glazing salesman but felt like he couldn’t keep up with the technological advances of the industry. He would later be a tree surgeon and vociferously deny that he was a gardener, even though all he really ever did was cut people’s lawns.

The jobs I most associate with him, though, are that of a fireman and, before that, a bailiff. He used to tell me stories about his day and where I should hide my most valuable possessions if I ever got myself into unmanageable debt by buying too many holidays and fridges.

A couple of times, he took me with him so that I could be ‘an extra pair of hands’ and ‘help reduce the chances of extreme violence this time’. One afternoon in particular sticks in my mind. A family hadn’t paid any of their bills for three years and they continued to buy things on various credit cards. A team of five of us barged our way into the house. ‘Steve – electricals; Tony – jewellery; Colin – first editions of Victorian novels.’

The man of the house made token efforts to stop Steve taking the television but soon realised that it was futile. There were four men who were much bigger than him, and they had the law on their side. He slumped to the floor and put his head in his hands. His wife emerged and was hysterical. She pleaded and begged for forgiveness. ‘Please, that armchair was my grandfather’s,’ she sobbed. Two young children came out and asked what was happening. ‘Why is the man taking all of our games?’ squeaked a tubby boy who mashed his face into his mother’s hip rather than receive an answer.

By the time Colin emerged with a signed copy of George Mcdonald’s 1855 dramatic poem ‘Within and Without’, the house had more or less been gutted and my dad was satisfied that there was enough in the van to cover the family’s debts.

As I tiptoed across the strewn books and remaining possessions of minimal value, I thought about how much fun it had been to run around the house and grab interesting items and, as I gave the family whose home had been gutted a cheerful wave (that wasn’t returned), I remember thinking, ‘There’s a children’s game show in this.’ And so there would be.

I suppose you could say that that initial memory also laid down the foundations for Fun House, which was far more successful than Family Credit Card Disaster ever was. I didn’t make the connection at the time but we essentially replaced tearful families with smiling twins, and urns containing the ashes of loved ones with a combined TV/video player and, from then on, there was no looking back. Until the show was cancelled in 1999, from which point I would look back pretty much constantly.

I feel there’s little else I need to tell you about my early childhood, save for this one story. The story of my first school dance.

I went to an all-boys school and it’s funny to me now that that seems like such an alien prospect to a lot of people. People ask me, ‘What was that like?’ and I never really know how to respond. After several years of fielding the query, I think I’ve finally come up with a succinct and accurate articulation of the all-boy experience – it’s like any other school except all the girls are also boys.

The thing that a lot of people say about all-boys schools is that it further mystifies the great unknown quantity that is the fairer sex but, personally, I don’t think it makes that much difference. Being in the same room as girls while they’re learning how to do algebra doesn’t make it any easier to ask them out or express yourself suavely when in their presence. Personally, I’ve always been OK with women. I realise that I’m very lucky and I certainly appreciate it but they’ve never filled me with terror, and I’ve always been able to talk to them without too much trouble. I don’t have any stories of tripping up on my way to ask a girl out, or saying something embarrassing in front of the whole class.

Those things happened to my friends. There was a park that was roughly halfway between our school and a girls’ school so it would serve a bit like no man’s land in the war. It was more like the Cold War than the First World War with a lot of posturing but little in the way of actual conflict. Trevor once ‘went over the top’ when he shouted to Victoria Lewis who was at the top of the steps in the park. Having got her attention, he attempted to scale them two at a time with a view to arriving at the summit breathless, whereupon he would ask her if she wanted to ‘hold hands in the bushes or whatever’. He lost his front teeth on the fourth step and his dignity forever more. He’s happily married now and we don’t talk about it, but it’s clear his soul is still hurting.

Simon was very good at making Susan Turner laugh and, when a large crowd was eavesdropping, expressed the satisfaction he took from this by saying, ‘You make me feel funny.’ The echoing laughter seemed never to end. He is not happily married and we often talk about how damaging that experience has been to him.

I suppose the key for me was never to overthink things. I didn’t worry what the girls would think or what I would say. I treated them like my friends – superficially and with little to no lasting or meaningful interaction. I would ask their favourite subject, I would whoop and holler and get those around me to do the same, and I would move on.

There’s only really one thing that I remember about that dance. It was the first time I fell in love and everything changed. It’s a bit cringeworthy to put it like that but I don’t know how else to. The lyrics to the songs on the London’s Heart playlist may sound a bit trite and saccharine at times but, however naff they might be perceived to be, there’s no denying that they’re true. Apart from ‘Insania’ by Peter Andre. That’s just gibberish.

The moment was as cheesy as you might imagine. I walked into the community hall and everybody seemed to part, giving me the perfect view of her as she stood proudly at the other end of the room. My heart stopped for a second and I wondered what her name was. I would later find out it was the Sony M2 2-channel mixer. She was playing Boney M, and ‘Rasputin’ had never sounded so magical. At the age of fourteen, I finally knew how I would spend the rest of my life.


Chapter 2

Slade – ‘Mama Weer All Crazee Now’

I don’t think Slade get enough credit for being the role models they were. They told millions of kids that even if you can’t spell and have a weird taste in hats, you can still make it. Would we have Boy George without Dave Hill?

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good barnet must be in want of a mobile disco.

The problem – as is so often the case in matters of extreme social importance – was that of money. I didn’t have any. My parents, a perfunctory cleaner and a mediocre fireman respectively, didn’t have a lot more. My adolescence was far from ideal.

The thing is, I knew I had a gift. In the way that beautiful people have beauty or funny people have funny, I oozed presenter from every orifice – predominantly mouth but not exclusively. There wasn’t a social situation I couldn’t enliven with my natural ability. That isn’t meant to sound arrogant, it’s just the truth. There would be times when Mum and Dad would have friends over and call up the stairs, ‘Patrick, come and do your Noel Edmonds.’ I would race down the stairs, hair bouncing up and down behind me and enter the living room with a flourish.

‘It’s just coming up to half-past eight, that was the Bay City Rollers with “You Made Me Believe in Magic”.’

I could tell from the baffled expressions on the
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