


Chapter 1

PLAN A

In June last year, at the age of twenty-eight, I moved into my parents’ house for a month while I sorted out a new flat. Now, I love mum and dad, I’d fling myself in front of a bus for them, although not if asked. But I hadn’t lived with them for years because a) I am an adult b) their house is uncomfortably clean and c) despite being made by them and from them, I am nothing like them and this irritates us all.

Returning to the family nest was an unappealing option, but the alternative was a month spent catnapping on bus journeys, washing in the rain and hiding the fact that I never went home. I was hardly known for my hedonistic ways so suggesting all-night clubbing every night of the week would lose me friends quicker than a BNP facial tattoo. I had to call that Plan B.

A few months earlier, I lived in a nice flat in north London. Nice but extremely small. My boyfriend Craine and I lived in such close proximity we had started to cleave to each other’s contours like fleshy jigsaw pieces. I had to stick a leg out the front door to wriggle into my jeans. Numbers 1, 2 and 5 had already caught me in my pants, it was only a matter of time before 3, 4 and 6 joined the Bum Club and I wouldn’t be able to look anyone in the eye when I put the bins out. Despite the squash, Craine and I rarely argued but I suspect it was because there wasn’t room to gesticulate. If you folded your arms, you got wedged and only buttered elbows set you free.

In a bold move I decided that we would move out. We would simply find another flat, I explained to Craine, look, there are loads of buildings in this city and we only need one. I gave a month’s notice, during which time Phase Two of the master plan really let me down. We started house hunting, then house searching, then surrendered to house rummaging with unattractive whimpering noises. There was nothing for us to live in. I started eyeing up skips.

With hindsight, I think that this was the Real World I’d heard so much about. I didn’t care for it much, the novelty soon wore thin. Obviously I had heard of the recession, I was aware of it but so far it hadn’t troubled me. It wasn’t like I spent my days slurping champagne and laughing on yachts; champagne and boats make me queasy, I’d be a sick-spattered millionaire. I just didn’t engage with things that bored me. I am a stand-up comedian – I tell jokes for bits of money, I don’t have home contents insurance, I’ll never have a pension and yes, I’ll probably die in a gutter, but at least I won’t be bored. If anything, I bet spending my eighties as a penniless tramp will be a little too ‘interesting’.

But despite all my evasive manoeuvres, Real Life had found me and touched me with its boring clammy finger. Apparently the recession had affected house prices which meant that people weren’t selling so people who would’ve bought their first homes were forced to rent and the misery was trickling down from home-owners to people with aspirations and down to us scum with no such hopes. We just wanted to hire a room, with a sink, perhaps a bit of electricity, but we found nowhere that satisfied this extravagant brief. Nowhere we could live without daily tears and smothering ourselves in anti-bacterial fluid.

I’m sure at this point there will be readers poking this book into their toaster, furious at my stubborn insistence on living in the most over-priced, over-crowded city in the country.

‘There’s your problem Nat, you div!’, you’re probably yelling at my singeing pages. I acknowledge that point, but I will always be a suburban dweeb dazzled by the Big City. Plus, London contains my friends and my work and without those I’d be at a bit of a loose end. So dig me out of the toaster and let’s move on.

I spent a month with estate agents leading me around grotty, smelly little grief pits, until I felt like a doctor in an STI clinic, reacting tactfully to strangers showing me disgusting things.

‘Okay, what’s this? Window mould? Actually on the glass? That’s all right, it happens to most men, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. And how nice, a door swinging off its hinges, no it’s . . . it’s welcoming. “Come in,” it says. “Heck, I’ve done half the work for you!” And . . .? A triangular kitchen that ends in a point so sharp you can’t open the washing machine door wider than a sock? Right. Well no, I haven’t seen this before but I’m open-minded. In fact, my mind’s probably open wider than your kitchen appliances! I’m sorry, that was rude of me.’

I reconsidered the appeal of nooks, crannies and alleys. I’m a quiet sleeper, maybe I could stow away somewhere? Craine snores but forget him; it was every woman for herself now. I started eavesdropping on the bus: ‘Did you say your aunt got six years for GBH? So sad. And now tell me, New Friend, did she begin this crowbar-twirling frenzy from a one- or two-bed? Zone 2 or 3?’

Looming over all this was the horrible threat of having to slink back to our parents’ homes. That was all right for Craine, his parents lived in a lovely house in Bath, where he had a gorgeous view of the Cotswolds from his bedroom window (that’s the hills, not the fit neighbours opposite). Plus, his relationship with his parents was very different to the one I had with mine.

Craine is the youngest of four brothers, by thirteen years; he’s a bonus ball baby! It doesn’t matter what he does, because all his brothers have achieved things like homes, careers and children so polite you could eat your dinner off them. (You shouldn’t but if you did, they’d be really decent about it.) This leaves Craine free to do anything with his life. Which is lucky because he’s a stand-up comedian too.

‘Oh well,’ his dad once said to me gamely, ‘he’s not hurting anyone . . .’

I’m the oldest child of a meagre two. It’s a more high-pressure role. I’m the one that has to pioneer and make all the mistakes first. And I’ve really taken that obligation seriously over the years.

The Craines Senior are very different from my parents, being replete with religion and good manners, but they’re equally idiosyncratic. For example, if you find yourself dining at the Craine house, don’t squeeze the ketchup bottle too hard. For reasons of economy, his dad waters down the sauce with vinegar so it is unexpectedly runny and an over-enthusiastic squeeze results in a pile of ketchup queuing patiently by your plate. I thought the money saved in making the ketchup go farther was probably squandered on the extra detergent needed for the tablecloth, but I never voiced this opinion; Mr Craine is a man of keen intellect and a firm stance on the merits of wetchup.

If you manage to take the ketchup situation in your stride, you’d be a fool to relax – you’re not out of the woods yet, my friend! The runny ketchup has probably dampened your love of ketchup, while piquing your interest in the supporting act, vinegar. But try and enjoy the vinegar and you’ll notice that shaking it on a pile of chips leads to nothing but wet chips. That’s right, the vinegar has been watered down with water. Again for reasons of economy and again, I suspect, any savings gained are reabsorbed into the stockpile of inedible chips.

If you left the dinner table at this point and decided to cleanse yourself of a confusing ten minutes, that would be understandable, but rash: for squeezing the pump on the handwash will send soapy liquid shooting aggressively over your shoulder. It’s also watered down! (With a runny liquid I supposed was water but could have been vinegar. I never felt curious enough to taste it.)

I loved this combination of economy and eccentricity in the Craine household and always wanted to join in. I suggested that, what with water in the vinegar and vinegar in the ketchup and either or both of these in the washing-up liquid, the Craines should just have Generic Kitchen Juice, for washing, seasoning, baking and any other needs. Mother Craine looked rightly repulsed but Father Craine’s eyes took on a gleam of inspiration. I felt that he should just swing around a thurible of the stuff like a madcap Catholic, soaking guests and leaving them free to squeeze it out of their hair when needed. I’m sure his only objection to this was low-church religious ideology and vinegar in the eye.

So Craine was going to return to his idyllic life in Bath where, he assured me, it wasn’t perfect, because ‘all the tourists can get really annoying’. I slapped down this whinge, pointing out that tourists were proof that a place was nice. Trust me, picking through tourists was not a daily hassle in Watford, where my parents lived. But Craine promised that he would visit me A LOT. And I promised I would visit him EVEN MORE.

‘No, no’, he said, ‘I want to come and see YOU!’

A tender squabble less about love than the fact that no one’s parents are as annoying as your own.



At this point, I had a fairly amazing relationship with Craine and an ok-ish one with my mum and dad. Not perfect, I didn’t visit as often as I should and maybe those times were only when my car broke down or another tax year approached and yet again I’d forgotten to find out how tax works. Every year I thought, ‘This’ll be the year!’ But you know, it never was . . .

It didn’t help that my parents had long ago convinced themselves that I was a moron, and I was reluctant to leave behind a life of giddy freedom to return to a house where I was treated like a lunatic child. Years ago they decided: ‘Natalie may be good at school but she’s an idiot otherwise,’ and like the obedient mollusc I am, I grew into this persona until it fit like a stained glove. I swear I’m fairly competent most of the time, but the moment I’m back in the family home, all the jokes about my ineptitude make me paranoid and incapable. I blame their expectations of my idiocy for my . . . well, acts of idiocy. I guess they could claim that their expectations are founded on my years of idiocy, but at this point it would all get a bit Catch-22.

It had got to the stage where I was not allowed to cook in my parents’ kitchen, sit on their pale-coloured sofa or perform a variety of everyday tasks. I wasn’t even allowed to walk with a pen because, ‘You know what you’re like’. It was a very clever ruse this, to sigh and say, ‘You know what you’re like’. Any attempt to defend myself sounded like a lack of self-awareness.

They said if I walked around with a pen I’d draw on the walls. Accidentally, I assume, not because they thought inside me was a troubled six-year-old scrawling ‘basterd’ behind the doors. Nor, I think we’ll have to accept, did they hold my comedic genius in such high esteem that they feared the muse would seize me and I’d start ecstatically scribbling jokes over the wallpaper.

Their concerns were obviously nonsense; I’m an adult woman with winter coats and my own furniture. I even had a credit card, once (until loved ones tore it from my grasp). But when mum and dad told me I wasn’t allowed to hold a pen when I walked, I couldn’t put one foot in front of the other without lurching at the walls with pen-filled hands. And that was all their fault.

Complaining was pointless, because this was the system we’d always followed; they’d say I was an idiot, while they were infallible and I’d go along with the charade because it made me feel safe. (Following the same instincts, I’d rather microwave a gluey supermarket croissant than savour a nice buttery, flaky, fresh one because that’s what I’m used to: home is suffocating on wet dough.)

To maintain the delicate status quo, I would ignore the rare occasions when my parents were wrong. Like when mum polished the hallway floor until it gleamed, which was very pleasing to the eye. So pleasing that it felt churlish to point out that she’d buffed up a death trap. The floor was so slippery, when I stepped on it I invariably skidded into the cupboard under the stairs, which is not my favourite place. They keep the potatoes in there. Their anaemic little roots give me the creeps and the genius who named them ‘eyes’ didn’t help.

Despite these peace-keeping efforts, I didn’t know if I could face returning to a house where I wasn’t allowed to use the oven, where conversations began, ‘You know that film? With the man? Come on, you do!’ (In an aggrieved tone that said I was the one being difficult.) Where dad felt compelled to list a burp’s probable nature based on earlier meals. It was a characteristically methodical approach to life but I didn’t know WHY in the name of sweet noseless relief he thought we wanted his bodily functions to come with footnotes.

I could only speak for myself, but I’m sure I’ve never seen him belch and hungered for further information, or stood vigil outside the toilet, pleading for intel. Dad has an archaeologist’s mind, eager to investigate and interpret. Sadly, without qualifications or a dig-site he is forced to look within.



Still, it was undeniably time for Plan A, so I called home:

 ‘01923 . . .’

 ‘Dad, you don’t have to say your phone number, I just dialled it.’

 (Deeply suspicious tones) ‘Who is this?’

 ‘I’m clearly a woman and I’m calling you “Dad”. Come on.’

 ‘Oh hello. (Silence.) Well, I’ll get your mother . . .’

 Winning the hearts and minds, I congratulated myself as I heard him stomp off. Now to point this charm offensive at mum.

 ‘Natalie?’

 ‘All right Muvver.’

 I should flag up a small peculiarity in our house. My mum has a typical Watford accent, with tones of her East End heritage popping out in Cockney phrases: ‘Pfft. I should coco!’ ‘Right. I bet you . . . should.’ From dad you get a Dutch accent defending its territory against an invading Watford influence. It’s not a happy blend. You won’t hear this accent on your Sat Nav any time soon: ‘Left at the . . . eh, tiny garden grass disc, oh shiser, thingummy, ROUNDABOUT! Bollocks, missed it.’

 I grew up sporting a chirpy Watford voice that took a light beating when I won a scholarship to the nearby private school. I then dragged it to Oxford University, where it got utterly annihilated. I returned after one term with an upper-class accent that my family genuinely struggled to understand, though they admired it greatly. It was impressive, just a bit impractical – like I’d returned home with a peacock under my arm. ‘Everyone, this is Jeremiah. He’s going to live in the bath.’

 So, I enunciate like a lady advertising pantyliners until I go home, then all my inner Watford bubbles to the surface. The moment I put the key in the door I slide down two or three socio-economic groups. I don’t mind having two voices, I just can’t talk to mum before a gig or my vowels get confused and it takes an emergency call to a posh mate to straighten them out, or risk the Artful Dodger hopping onstage. So for the duration of my stay you need to imagine my voice box demonically possessed by the Queen and Babs Windsor. Two gals I’d like to think would rub along cheerfully enough in this unlikely event.

 But back to the charm offensive, where I was possibly leaning harder on the second word than the first.

 ‘Natalie? I was watching Neighbours.’

 ‘You’re always bloody watching Neighbours. You know those two episodes a day are the same right? You’re not that forgetful yet, are you? Anyway, less of this boring chat . . . Craine and I haven’t found a new flat yet.’

 ‘No?! But you’re both so efficient and organised and not stupid in any way.’

 ‘I’ll ignore that.’

 ‘I’ll just say it again.’

 ‘Can I come home and stay for a little bit? Just a little bit, a month or so. I’m sure we’ll find somewhere soon.’

 (An admirably small silence while she quietly chewed her fists.)

 ‘Of course! That’ll be lovely!’

 Mum often says things like, ‘That’ll be lovely’ when faced with situations that clearly won’t be. As if by saying it, through sheer determination and big smiles, she can twist reality. This was particularly evident on bad family camping holidays. ‘Well, isn’t this FUN!’ she’d beam brightly, as we huddled in a tent flattened by rain so apocalyptic it felt clear that God did exist and he hated us.

 That was fine; if mum wanted to ignore the truth, I was happy to join in. It would be lovely! We’d spend lots of time together! Playing board games, going for long walks, maybe a bit of badminton, heck why not? Lovely. Fun!



I have a younger brother, Michael, who wisely moved abroad and sidesteps much of this shit. He once said that he left to get out of my shadow and be his own man, neither statements I took seriously as I could smell the Dawson’s Creek on them. Michael lives on a small island in Thailand and his life may or may not be evolving into a limerick. I’m withholding judgment ’til Barbra Streisand gives him a diamond.

 We’re very different people. I take a particularly firm stance on people who travel abroad to ‘find themselves’, arguing that it’s pretty optimistic to assume your ‘self’ is waiting for you on a tropical beach, as it’s just as likely to be sitting expectantly in Slough. But no one ever checks Slough first, do they? My brother poo-pooed the Slough theory and went Travelling. Or ‘Unemployment, the World Tour’ as I privately dubbed it.

 That quip (though thigh-shiveringly hilarious) wasn’t accurate; as usual I had sacrificed Truth on the altar of LOLs. Michael was a diving instructor, a cushy job but nothing that a clown like me could disparage. He went Travelling four years ago and mid-travel, at the furthest point away from us, he stopped. This might not surprise you, given the unlovable family traits I’ve already paraded before you, with the misplaced pride of a toddler with a newly christened potty, but it horrified us.

 When he stopped moving, we pointed out that in order to be Travelling you really need to keep moving. It’s that sort of a verb. Semantics didn’t dislodge him, he simply said ‘I live here now’ and we said, ‘No, but . . . because . . . oh.’

 Mum fumed: ‘If I’d known this was going to happen I’d never have let him out the bloody house.’

 We resorted to cheap tactics, declaring ourselves Trick or Treating at Death’s door, but the webcam betrayed our ruddy fibbing faces. So for the time being we let him stay in his house on stilts in the sea and on the boat in which he sailed to work whilst frequently reminding him that ‘quality of life’ was highly overrated, despite the happiness he thought he felt.

 We occasionally revived the campaign to bring him home: ‘Mum found a lump! In the duvet, but still . . .’ Or we’d swear that dad was developing brain problems (stick him on the phone for five minutes, the evidence stacked up), but Michael wouldn’t budge. Strangely enough, lumpy beds and dad babbling about a man he once knew (. . . or was it a shop?) weren’t enough to tempt him off his beach. And so, for now, I was stuck dealing with mum and dad alone.

 While my brother looks like dad and thinks like mum (it’s less horrific than it sounds), I’m untraceable to either of them. We’d always agreed that I was the cuckoo in the nest, an anomaly some joker sneaked into a family too polite to return me. I wouldn’t take any blame for this, they were my creators, if the end product displeased them they had only themselves to blame. Who breeds their own nemesis? Idiots and those bugs whose children eat them. The only thing we appeared to have in common was a big chin. (We don’t share it. A big chin each.)

 Dad is half Dutch, half Indonesian, a blend that sounds exotic but the reality looks like an Asian Mr Bean. He emigrated from the Netherlands to England when he was eighteen; on a visit to the Moederland we spotted why: Dutch women are huge! They took my understanding of ‘leggy’ and popped heels on it. We joke that dad emigrated in a bid to find a woman small enough for him. He doesn’t find this as funny as we do, as the bid failed and mum, Michael and I are all very tall. I guess it’s not that fun to be mocked for your height by three gangling bastards, one you wed, two you made, all of whom should treat you nicer.

 Inexplicably, dad went straight from the Netherlands to Watford, an unremarkable medium-sized commuter town in Hertfordshire. When I asked why, he sighed dreamily and said, ‘I’d always heard so much about it . . .’

 ‘Like what?’ I demanded: ‘Rumours of its ring road? Folk tales about its really big Yates’s?’

 Still it worked out for the best, as Watford is where he met my mum. She was born and raised here and wisely left to sail around the world with the Merchant Navy when she was eighteen. She and my godmother have been drunk/stranded/arrested in most international ports. I’m doing my best to continue their legacy but so far all I’ve managed is a parking ticket in Hartlepool.

 Mum met dad on shore leave and they were soon engaged. The blushing bride-to-be celebrated her engagement by buggering off back to sea. I’m not replete with manners but even I thought this was cheeky.

 She always defended it airily: ‘Oh, he had a cat for company and I brought back knick-knacks.’

This may explain dad’s fondness for novelty figurines; for a year they were his substitute for a real life woman. Let’s not dwell on that scenario, just don’t leave him alone with your Wedgewood.

 These two created a mixed-race genetic tombola, which my brother definitely won. He’s a symphony of rich brown colours, while I am a ringtone of yellows and greys. He looks like something you’d carve out of mahogany, I’m the proud owner of an overbite and jaundice and would only be hot stuff in Springfield.

 Mum once cracked the quip, ‘Natalie got the brains and Michael got the looks,’ but we refused to chuckle at something that made him feel thick and me feel ugly. Plus, we queried the bountiful reserves of ‘brains’ and ‘looks’ that Lord and Lady Plentiful thought they were dishing out. Michael and I have nothing in common but DNA and our love for each other. We’d rescue each other from a burning building, but if we then ended up in hospital beds next to each other the chat would run dry.

 ‘Hot in there, wasn’t it?’

 ‘You are not wrong.’

 Yet we always united against mum and dad when necessary. The joy of a four-person family is that every argument can split neatly into two against two, which feels like a nice sporting fight.

 Since Michael left, all our fights had been wonky and less satisfying. We either split two against one and the outcome was obvious or we descended into three-way yelling. I was thinking of recruiting a ringer, an ex-politician with debating skills and time on his hands who would always take my side. But I didn’t think I could afford a good one and I didn’t want a bad one sleazing over mum and nicking our cash.



Whingeing aside, I was genuinely very grateful to have a home to go to. It was very kind of my parents to have me back, I was aware of how much trouble I’d be in without the luxury of this safety net. I was very lucky. I reminded myself of this regularly; especially on my seventh day back home when we discovered that dad had never heard of Facial Soap so had spent a refreshing week using mine on his body willy-nilly. (If only it was just on the nilly . . .)





Chapter 10

THE CHOSEN PEOPLE’S CHOSEN PEOPLE

Three months in, I was on a downward slide and determined to seize back my adulthood. I sat mum and dad down for a frank chat about rent. I wanted to pay them a reasonable amount to reflect my gratitude, but of course, I made it very clear, nowhere near the going rate. Nowhere near, due to the reduced quality of living I experienced living with people so evangelical about the Best Way To Arrange The Soups In The Cupboard. (‘See how we can see all the labels at a glance, isn’t that better?’)

I loved my parents to an illogical degree, but they were the worst flatmates I’ve ever had, including the couple who skipped out on a three hundred pound gas bill because ‘they didn’t remember using that much’ (who remembers gas?) and the man who simply didn’t understand conversation. He would deliver long monologues on subjects from the inadequacies of the 134 bus route to the idiocy of the council tax quarterly payment system. If you offered your opinion, he would wait, dead-eyed and listless, until you stopped your mouth-noise, then he’d resume, with no acknowledgment of anything you’d said.

Pretty soon, the moment my flatmate and I heard him come home we’d drop everything and scrabble to the safety of our bedrooms, at desperate speeds. I nearly broke my nose on the door frame once. To spare his feelings, we tiptoed, like cartoon burglars. I caught the neighbours over the road training binoculars on us once; I think out-of-context this all looked a bit weird.

Nevertheless, I wanted to be an adult about this and pay my parents rent. The décor was pristine and my bedroom was south-facing, that had to be worth a few hundred a month, even with mum and dad’s personalities dragging the value down. Mum was adamant, she didn’t want a penny, this was my home and it always would be. Dad glared at her and said how about he just ran up a little tally every month of what he felt I owed them? I said I didn’t know what sort of business model this was, where you ‘guesstimated’ what you thought someone should give you and wrote it down on a little secret piece of paper. However, it turned out to be fiendishly clever, as every time I dropped a glass or ate all the salami he would give me a meaningful glare, grab a pen and glide upstairs to ‘add to the tally’.

Not paying rent was brilliant, I’m not going to lie. I was spending hundreds of pounds a month honouring poorly paying gigs in London that had been a five-minute bus ride away when I’d booked them and the Bank of Nat needed all the bail-outs it could get. After one London gig I was drifting back to the tube station in a happy daze, delighted with my night. I often feel like stand-up is like algebra, there’s an almost mathematical art in presenting the audience with all the necessary information in the most sparse and elegant way possible, setting them up for a punchline to come out of nowhere. When I feel myself using too many words in a set-up I can feel the mood of a room turn tetchy under a barrage of needless information, there’s an unspoken feeling of ‘this had better be good now we’ve come all this way’. It’s a lot like when a friend marches you around town for twenty minutes to find ‘this amazing Lebanese place’. It is rarely amazing enough to justify wet socks.

The gig that night had been zero waffle and maximum LOLs and I was delighted. Until I found that in my joyful stupor I had wandered back to our old flat. I stood outside, watching the new tenants cooking dinner, longing to turf them out and get my lovely old life back. I remembered this couple; they were the first people to view the flat and the boy was so tall he had stooped uncomfortably in the kitchen, declaring it ‘perfect’. I fought the urge to say ‘mate, you can’t fit your own head in your own home. “Perfect”, really?’

That should’ve rung some alarm bells that the rental market was not in a peachy condition. His expectations of life had taken such a mauling that now a place could be ‘perfect’ even if it refused to accommodate his body in its traditional shape. I stood outside, watching them for a socially unacceptable length of time. At least I didn’t compound my crime by surrendering to the urge to wail at the windows, ‘Give me my life back!! I’ve made a terrible mistake!’

Eventually I stopped loitering and went home. I had to be up early the next day as the rent-free sponger soothes her guilt by giving lifts, running errands and picking up groceries. I soon felt like their old-fashioned housewife. I made the mistake of voicing this and was deluged in sarcasm. After a while they started queuing up for it: ‘Wait, wait, my go, I’ve got a good one!’ It seemed I fell a little short of the ideal housewife, apparently.

While at home, mum suggested I work some shifts with her and dad. They work evenings and weekends as a waitress and barman. The rest of the time she’s a teaching assistant and he’s a . . . wait, give me a minute . . . it’s something in accounting. The only information he ever gave me about his job was that he sold bombs. I scampered into school full of my news and caused quite the stir at Show and Tell. A phone call home established that he’d actually said ‘bonds’ but my ears were pounding with my love of drama and I’d misheard.

My brother and I used to go waiting/waitressing with our parents all the time; my wages put me through university and laser eye surgery – without catering I would have a greatly inferior head by now.

My parents have a gruelling work ethic, something between an ant and China. As a comic I spend a lot of my year creating an hour-long show to take to the Edinburgh Festival, at great expense, and when mum heard about this she suggested I get a temp job as I was only working a couple of hours a day. (‘Explain the situation, I’m sure they’d let you do it in your lunch hour.’) I struggled to explain that it was a lot more work than it sounded, but I was just babbling words like ‘creative’ and ‘focus’ while she stared at me through narrowed eyes as if I was far away.

These words made sense in London, said around London types whose only objection to the manbag was ‘but why can’t it be a Polly Pocket lunchbox?’ When I unpacked them in Watford they seemed to have died in transit. They hung in the air and I got that ‘morning train home from Glastonbury’ feeling: ‘I don’t know WHAT I’m wearing or why. Sorry . . . I, I really smell.’

Returning to waitressing felt entirely appropriate as every day I was regressing further back to teenaged me. As I was getting ready for my first shift I got a text from a friend who had married recently, bought a house and was now expecting her first child. This was sobering news. Not that I fancied any of those things, but it made me acutely aware that my life seemed to be sliding backwards while other people marched onwards. Typical that I had to revisit adolescence as I hated mine more than anyone else I knew. So of course I should be the one cursed with having to do it again.

Determined not to mope, I sent a congratulations text, tied on my apron and reminded myself that at least I had breasts and hope – two things I’d found so elusive when I did adolescence the first time around. Plus I’d always liked waitressing; it’s a straightforward job and often makes people very happy. Despite this enthusiasm I’m not a good waitress. What I don’t drop, I eat. Sometimes I do an unhygienic combination of the two. Years of this have given me an immune system you could trot into a biochemical apocalypse and dressage out the other side.

We’ve always worked for Jewish caterers, having carved a profitable niche as gentiles you could let loose in a kosher kitchen without fear we’d muddle up the system. We should really have business cards: ‘The Chosen People’s Chosen People’, showing us posing hilariously yet respectfully with gefilte fish. Mum loved a kosher kitchen, she felt safe and calm amidst all the rules. I’ve never seen her look more radiant than when perusing a strict dairy drawer. Ostensibly Church of England, she’s happy to overlook the whole Jesus thing for a clearly labelled spoon compartment.

This niche has left me well versed in Judaism but only from a party-planner’s perspective, like a really superficial Jew.

‘Where you off to?’ I’d ask a Jewish friend. ‘Oh that synagogue? Don’t go there, such tatty décor, the cloakroom’s a disgrace. There’s one just around the corner that’s had a refurb. It’s lovely, go there. Tell the rabbi I said don’t touch the balloons! He’ll know what you mean, it’s a private joke.’

So while I don’t know much about the theology of a bris, I can cater the perfect menu for one. (Basically anything but mini wraps.)

My least favourite jobs were for Orthodox Jewish clients on the Sabbath, a day when they weren’t allowed to do any work, from carrying something to turning on a light switch. You don’t know a glum adolescence until you’ve spent another Friday night following a stranger from room to room, manning the light switches while he looked for his glasses. And of course, if he was over forty they were invariably on his head.

The sound of my underwhelming teenaged years is ‘Oh, young lady?’ called from a darkened corridor. That and a thirteen-year-old at a Bar Mitzvah jangling his dad’s car keys at me saying, ‘Look, I can go and get my ID out of my car but I’m parked miles away, let’s not waste each other’s time. Now, twelve pints of the amber nectar please.’

Ah, the power of working on the bar. I remember a garden party attended exclusively by douchebags who all talked to me like I was a babbling idiot who’d been raised by pigs. I mixed them Pimms the colour of coffee and when the hostess puked in the pool I knew my work was done.

Sometimes on the Sabbath, calamity would strike and I’d have to try and fix an oven or fiddle around in a fuse box while our clients hovered anxiously behind me flapping their hands, offering detailed instructions but zero tangible help.

At times like this it felt like God was being a bit mean with his believers: ‘Now don’t eat this stuff, except on Tuesday afternoons when you have to eat LOADS of it and now get the whole family around for dinner buuuuuut, you’re not allowed to touch any appliances!’

‘You what? C’mon God, this is impossible.’

‘Ah ah ah, no cheating!’

Religion seemed like a life lived by Just A Minute rules. But I never said that, I thought it might impact negatively on my tips.

In later years our clientele grew and shifted away from our frum clients to more easy-going types and I could scale back on my light-switch commitments. Small solace when, at the age of twenty-eight and living with my parents, I was back in the pinny at engagement parties of girls my age. I’d scan their family photos and peek around the urn, hoping I didn’t know them.

‘Nat! So what are you up to at the moment?’

‘I’m . . . oh . . . I’m . . . Argh! Would you look at that, I’ve smashed a glass into my head! Must go, let’s chat soon.’

While I was at home, mum very sweetly wangled me a job waitressing at a party for a famous TV comedian, ‘because you’ll like that! Because you’re a comedian too!’ She sprung this news on me as I drove there and I hid all my dread behind a big thank you smile. When we got there I peeked around the kitchen door and I realised the room was swarming with work colleagues.

Not for the first time, I cursed my decision to move out of my old flat. Was a small flat really such a bad thing? There was less to clean, I could make a sandwich, have a wee and turn the telly on, all without moving my feet. And I don’t think I ever really explored the idea of cosiness fully: ‘Let’s pretend we’re The Borrowers!’ etc. But apparently Past Me had decided it was unbearable, flinging Present Me right in the shit, offering mini burgers to my own PR team, fretting about Future Me’s burgeoning schizophrenia. From now on, I swore, I would make no more decisions. I would bob flaccidly through life, letting it push me hither and thither while I stayed limp, which is the best policy in a collision anyway.

Mum had given me this job because she thought I’d enjoy it, so I couldn’t skulk any longer. Time to look cheerful, like a daughter from an advert. I grabbed a tray and slapped on a joyful expression.

I strode out, teeth gritted and napkins folded. People behaved as usual, pointing at something the size of a baby’s thumbnail, querying its contents, despite the fact that my opening gambit had been: ‘Mini Yorkshire pudding with caramelised red onions?’ Did they think this was my idea of a hello? Had the cool kids tired of ‘Whassup’ so soon and replaced it with ‘Mini Yorkshire pudding with caramelised red onions, Blud’? It was frustrating as I already felt the name was inelegantly detailed, but the chef had rejected my more poetic alternatives. I still say ‘Mouthpleaser’ would be more fun to offer around a room: ‘Tonguefoolery, Madam?’

So when idiots ask what’s in our mini Yorkshire puddings with caramelised red onions I fight the urge to reply ‘Offal and sand. The name? Oh that’s just what we call it, not what’s in it. The chef’s a kook! You don’t have to be mad to work here, but . . .’

If I’m ever offered anything I never question the waitress – I greet everything with ‘brilliant, thanks!’ and stuff it in my mouth. Eighty per cent of the time this is the right thing to do. The rest of the time . . . my skin heals quickly.

As I chaperoned my tiny food around I found I had been worrying for nothing; no one looked at me once. I handed out savoury snacks to my wider social circle completely unrecognised. It’s amazing more criminals don’t use waitressing uniforms. Or maybe they do and we’ve never noticed. A woman I had known for six years clicked her fingers at me then happily troughed her way through the contents of my tray. I stared bemused at the top of her head (she’s short, we weren’t playing an ad hoc game of Twister).

She was utterly oblivious to my face loitering above her, even though she usually greeted it with ‘Hello Lady Face!’ and festooned it with a kiss: sloppy insincerity that made me cringe and then feel bad for being so cold. So gobble gobble, Lady Face, eat up all my guilt, yum yum. She finally finished and I said thank you as I thought someone should and it didn’t look like she was going to.

Years of waitressing have made me acutely aware of the importance of manners. I’ve met a lot of lovely people, clients who remember your name and say thank you. And I’ve met some utter dicks. Just as you learn more from bad gigs, I think I’ve learnt more from the utter dicks, I’d watch them and think, ‘note to self, NEVER be like this person’. I was standing behind a buffet one day and a young boy sneezed on me. Just openly fucking sneezed on me, holding his hands aloft as if to move them out of the way, because surely there was no role that they could play in this scenario?! I can’t stand people who don’t instinctively put their hands up to block a sneeze. Those people are worse than rats; they spread disease and are unpleasant to look at. At least rats scuttle, these people walk around brazenly as if they’re welcome in the world.

Snotbag’s mother squealed, ‘Ugh! Did you sneeze on the food?’

‘No, no,’ her friend reassured her, ‘He did it on the . . . ah . . .’ and gestured at me.

I stared at her in silence, absorbing my status as the creature too lowly to justify a noun. Fair enough, I thought later, as I wiped my snotty arm over the sandwiches, what is the word for ‘someone so inferior that she doubles as a public hanky’? I guess I should be thankful they didn’t use my fingers as toothpicks.

If I’m ever rich, I’ll be polite and I’ll enjoy my money. I will quaff cream, bathe in olive oil and give to charity by skipping through their offices flinging fifties, yodelling ‘Call me Willy Wonga!’ I will not act like having a new kitchen installed is an ordeal. Some people whinge so much about it I assume they’re having it inserted into them.

I used to love the fatalists who greeted every event in their pampered lives with a wince. The world had so far seen fit to bestow them with health, family and pots of cash, but they still acted like Destiny’s squashed victim. They’d peer anxiously into the oven before parties and say mournfully, ‘Well, it smells all right at least’ as if the chef is going to shrug and hit himself in the face with a spoon.

We’d bring the food out and these gloomy twats would yell at each other through us: ‘No, TRY IT, Sandra, it’s . . . it’s actually quite nice!’

Is it?! Bloody hell, I’ll tell the chef, he will NOT believe this. Fancy that, Sandra, you paid a catering company to cook food for your guests, was there not a glimmer of hope that we might offer up something edible? If you’re that pessimistic, just save your money and serve crisps. No one hates crisps.



Adding up my years of waitressing depresses me. I doubt there’s a child in north London whose Bar or Bat Mitzvah I haven’t schlepped mouthpleasers around. I have waitressed at hundreds of weddings, funerals and engagement parties and, though the wages have seen me through sixth form, university and some comedy promoters’ inability to pay at speeds faster than ‘glacial’, I can’t help feeling I’ve been robbed of the most memorable days of my life.

Not robbed, more like inundated with the most memorable days of other peoples’ lives. I’m jam-packed with unwanted memories of other peoples’ stupid fucking happy days. If someone wed me our special day would be the thousandth wedding I’d helped to organise. ‘Dearly beloved’? Yawn. ‘Luckiest man in the . . .’ Yeah yeah, big whoop. ‘Loving angels instead?’ ‘Course you are, Robbie. Years later, trawling through the memories, how will I separate mine from those of strangers’? It’s hopeless. I’m not sure I even enjoyed my Bat Mitzvah, from what I remember there was a coffin and a sleazy usher.

I decided if Craine was ever masochistic enough to wed me I would try to be a nice bride. So many brides were mean to us, embittered by a year of starvation and the unhappy knowledge that they’d never fit into that dress again. One sip of champagne and they started giving at the seams. They should’ve just chubbed up, been a happy hefty bride and enjoyed decades of smugness whenever they tried the dress on. Unless they couldn’t shift the wedding weight. Admittedly, it’s not a perfect plan.

I don’t remember many weddings, but a couple stick with me. My favourite is still the krazy couple who insisted on only Vodka Red Bull for their reception drinks, because ‘we don’t do things by the book, sorry! LOL.’ I really admired their bold strivings for uniqueness. They were two of the dullest people I’d ever met, so I appreciated it was an uphill struggle.

Thanks to them I spent a hot July afternoon fighting wasps off their sugary idea of refreshments while telling their relatives, ‘Noooo . . . sorry, I don’t have any water. How about some Red Bull? No, no orange juice I’m afraid, but can I interest you in a really weak Vodka Red Bull?’ One plucky old pensioner went away sucking an ice cube in a napkin. Thank god for world wars: useful prep for this shitstorm of a nuptials.

For the first dance the bride and groom shuffled around a bit to ‘A Whiter Shade Of Pale’ and I mentally shortened the odds on them seeing their first anniversary. It was lovely to see a private, unrehearsed moment between them where neither of them was yelling footnotes at their audience, spelling out their uncontrollable zaniness and desire to defy convention. Sure, defy conventions if you want, I don’t mind, but do you have to defy ALL of them? Even those rather useful conventions like ‘give your gran a chair, she’s swooning against the Marilyn Manson statue’ and ‘sometimes on a hot day people need to drink some water, however boring you think that is’.

My softening towards them stopped the moment ‘A Whiter Shade Of Pale’ stopped with a synthesised scratching noise, they both turned to the audience, yelled ‘AS IF!!’ and started pogoing to ‘Smack My Bitch Up’. By now guests and staff were so desensitised to their wacky shit that we all stood there, dead-eyed. The overwhelming mood of the room was ‘Uh really?’ and I noted with some satisfaction that this song was longer than the bride and groom had anticipated. They pogoed for five long minutes, sweating pure sugar, while their guests chatted among themselves and handed around ice cubes in napkins. A cheery blitz spirit prevailed. In fact, the happy couple’s twatty behaviour was a real boon to the party; it gave all their guests a common enemy and fostered an atmosphere of real conviviality.

Come to think of it, when I married Craine I’d act like a complete tool so all my guests could bond over rolled eyes and catty mutterings. I’d take one for the team so everyone had a nice time and I’d send them all away with a note revealing my tactics so nobody thought badly of me and they all felt guilty for behaving so predictably. I’d make Derren Brown an usher and we’d violate the minds of my nearest and dearest. Now that would be a fun wedding, there’s a chance I’d remember that one.

And we’d have wedding photos no one minded flicking through: ‘Oh, is that you pretending to slit Craine’s throat with the flowergirl’s fingernail?’

‘Ha, yeeaah. “Tiny little jabs in a concentrated area! Aim for a vein!” Derren was yelling from the pulpit . . . Seriously, such a nice guy.’

I spent the rest of my shift pondering my wedding plans, then went home and phoned Craine to tell him the good news: our nuptials would be awesome! And I’d got the florists down to a shortlist of four. He was a little lukewarm, frankly. His clothes had gone missing in the move and we’d only found them that week, in mum and dad’s garage. It would appear that I had packed them with the kitchenware (I had drunk the cooking wine to save room and had made some unconventional decisions beyond that point. Such as pouring rice in all the boxes to act as bubble-wrap.)

So Craine was forced to wear whatever he could find at home – an assortment of outfits from his teenaged years. Slumped in Bath in a neon tracksuit that had got mysteriously tight since he was seventeen (‘but just on the stomach, isn’t that weird?’ ‘Inexplicable, My Melted Windmill’), Craine wasn’t feeling too romantic and wasn’t about to get down on one knee. Probably for the best; I think his trousers would’ve given up under the pressure. It was hard to make life plans together when every day saw us slide further and further into childhood. At this rate we’d be clad in nappies debating the merits of tracker mortgages.
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