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INTRODUCTION

My name’s Richard and I am immature.

I have been ever since I was a small child.

And that’s fine when you’re four – the world expects puerility in children, even if it still seems wearily disappointed when it occurs. But when you’re almost ten times that age you’re not supposed to spend your time, as I seemed to be doing, playing video games, eating Monster Munch, giggling at farts and drawing ejaculating penises in the condensation on windows.

When you’re 40, you’re supposed to be responsible, capable, sensible and married with kids.

Yet here I was, about to reach the age where life supposedly begins and I was irresponsible, incapable and insensible. I was single and the only thing that depended on me was my rubber plant.

Which had died.

The last proper office job I had had was nearly eighteen years ago in 1989 when I had helped compile the west London phone book. Although I did spend most of my time there looking up people with rude names on the ex-directory list on the computer. My favourites were the entirely genuine Mr Cunto and Dr Wank. Why wouldn’t they want to be in the phone book like everyone else? My greatest achievement was to successfully change the listing for my flatmate at the time from ‘Stewart Lee’ to ‘Stewart Wee’. I was and still am genuinely proud of that. I can’t imagine why I only lasted three weeks in the position.

So how had I survived the intervening two decades, with such a juvenile attitude and the lack of income that must surely inevitably follow?

I was a stand-up comedian.

I made a living writing cock jokes and saying them in front of drunk and braying crowds, appearing on TV sketch shows, which amounts to basically playing with the dressing-up box, and writing the occasional expletive-filled sitcom script.

And it was, on the whole, a good living. I had a house in an unfashionable part of west London, though in the five years I had lived there had been too lethargic and incompetent to decorate or improve it. Takeaway and microwave meal cartons littered the floor (I didn’t know how to cook), a big damp patch on the wall of my kitchen got damper and remained untreated (I didn’t have any DIY skills), the stairs up to my bedroom were in total darkness. Ironically, for a comedian fond of asking how many people it took to change a light bulb, I scarcely knew how to do so myself. Or was at least too lazy to bother. I could feel my way up in the gloom.

My job gave me the freedom and the licence, and possibly the actual necessity, to behave like a child, allowing me to travel the world, sleep in, sleep around, never settle down. I was like Tom Hanks in the film Big in every aspect except that there was no way or imperative for me to physically return to my thirteen-year-old form.

If I stopped and thought about it, my life seemed pathetic, so generally I didn’t stop and think about it.

But there was an iceberg on the horizon and the pleasure cruiser that was my charmed and ludicrous life was heading right for it. I was making no attempt to change course. If I ignored it, it would surely go away.

We were about to find out what happened when an immature force meets an immovable object.

So this is the story of the year I turned 40.

It was a year of turmoil, of changes, of madness and of magic, a year in which I tried to ignore my troubles and my solipsism, like an ostrich with its head up its own arse, then to deny my problems, then run away from them and ultimately to face them. It was a year I had to decide what it meant to be grown up and then to decide if I wanted to bother. I had to think about who I was, what I was doing and whether I could and should keep on doing it.

It was a year where my life impacted on the lives of a lot of other people, many of whom would not want their part in my sordid antics to be made public, so I have changed names and some details in order to protect the innocent (and the guilty). Some of the people I met briefly and when drunk and can’t actually remember what they were called, so I’ve just made up names for them anyway. There’s a chance that I might accidentally have chosen their actual names. But what better alias could there be in the circumstances?

I apologise to those who might not have wanted their stories told, but feel that more likely I will need to apologise to those who played a part in the year but are not mentioned in the book. It was, as you’ll now see, a very busy and confusing time for me.

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, but it was ultimately the most ridiculous of times. And it’s that which makes it such a good story. Dickens didn’t know squat.


CONVERSATION 1

Buster, age two and a half
2 January 2007 191 days to 40

I love kids.

That’s a sentence that an unmarried, childless, middle-aged man isn’t really allowed to utter in this day and age for fear of being chased out of his home by an angry mob of idiots who’ve already banished the local paediatrician. But I don’t care. I do love kids and I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that and so believe we should come up with some harmless Greek word to describe this innocent affection. Paedo means child and phile is the suffix generally used to indicate love of something and so if we put that together…

Let’s start again. I think kids are great and I seem to generally get on well with them. They nearly always make a beeline for me when I am around them and force me to get involved in whatever they’re doing. It’s probably because they instantly spot that, despite my adult appearance, I am a child like them. Just like a dog will always recognise another dog, no matter how disparate the breed, a kid will know a kid in whatever body he’s hiding. Sometimes I feel that it’s only the children who really understand me. I am like Michael Jackson in that respect… Oh dear, this is getting worse.

Just as the momentous year in which I would turn 40 was beginning I went round to my new girlfriend Sarah-Jane’s house to meet her two-and-a-half-year-old son, Buster, for the first time. It was a big moment. Sarah-Jane and I had only been dating for a couple of weeks and this was a massive test. What would I make of him? What would he make of me?

‘When you get here just ignore Buster,’ Sarah-Jane had warned me. ‘He isn’t really good with new people and you don’t want to overwhelm him. Let him come to you when he’s ready.’

‘Honestly, you don’t have to worry,’ I told her, hubristically tempting fate. ‘Kids love me. Pretty much all of them. The occasional Damien will treat me with scorn, but I am like the Pied Piper, but without a pipe or, you know, the unfortunate consequences for the children…’

Sarah-Jane looked at me for a second with a slight trace of worry on her face. She didn’t always seem to understand when I was joking.

‘Look, it’ll probably take at least a couple of visits for him to get used to you. So don’t take it personally.’

It went against all my instincts. I like to clown and gurn and charm kids with my stupidity. Children are the purest comedy audience. If they find you funny they will laugh, but if they don’t they will stare at you like you are the most miserable and pathetic wretch on earth. Polite laughter is not something that they are capable of.

But I respected Sarah-Jane’s wishes and after the briefest of hellos I sat quietly on the sofa while she went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. Buster got on with playing with his toys as I tried my utmost not to draw attention to myself or pull even a slightly amusing grimace or smirk. I wasn’t entirely successful and Buster spotted the child within me struggling to escape the confines of adult society and looked at me quizzically.

He wasn’t yet sure about me. He was sizing me up. Working out if I was someone worthy of being his friend. Or just a gigantic idiot. Or maybe both.

And I wasn’t being needy. I had lots of friends already. I wasn’t going to beg.

After a few more moments of considered silence, he approached me with a chunky yellow toy digger with a cartoon face and said, ‘Look at this!’

Puffing his chest up with pride, he pressed a button and the digger spoke. ‘I can dig it!’ it exclaimed.

‘Ah, very impressive,’ I commented. ‘I particularly enjoy the double meaning of the word dig, indicating both the function of the vehicle, but also that the vehicle is capable of enjoying that function.’

Buster stared at me for a second: it wasn’t quite the full disdainful dismissal, but the comedy jury in his brain was certainly still out.

‘He’s called Scoop!’ he deadpanned with innate comic timing.

‘Very apt,’ I replied. ‘Hello, Scoooop!’ I enjoyed elongating the name and alternating my pitch as the suddenly silly-sounding word whistled from my mouth.

Buster let out a little shriek of delight – I had found his comedic level. He pressed the button again.

‘Can we fix it?’ asked Scoop.

‘Yes we can!’ said Buster and me together.

Although I have no kids, I often wake up at 6.30am with a hangover and the only way to get myself back to sleep is to watch children’s television for a couple of hours. Bob the Builder is not my favourite – his antics can be a little childish for my liking – but I am aware of his oeuvre.

Buster was impressed and delighted. The coincidence that we both knew the catchphrase was enough for him. We could be friends.

He now wanted to show me his remote-control Thomas the Tank Engine. I sensed that Scoop was for everyone, out there in the shop window – a tester – but Thomas, he was only for the elite inner circle.

‘That is completely brilliant,’ I told him. But he didn’t need telling. He gave me a nod that said he knew. I knew enough not to even ask if I could have a go. Thomas was Buster’s and Buster’s alone. To be an observer of his awesome ability to move across the carpet, apparently unaided, was enough for me.

Sarah-Jane returned to find Buster leaning against me as we laughed together. She gave me a surprised and impressed look. I returned with one that clearly said, ‘You doubted my powers?’

Sarah-Jane found a plastic spider in Buster’s toy basket and put it on his head. He threw up his hands in mock panic and ran away screaming. We all laughed. I picked up the spider and got into a play struggle with it. It was making for my face, I was trying to push it away, but the spider was too strong.

‘He’s biting me in the face! Aaargh!’ I shouted.

Buster laughed, a full and joyful guffaw.

‘Don’t just laugh at me. He’ll eat me alive. Help me!’

But now Buster wasn’t quite sure if the spider was dangerous or not. It had, after all, overpowered me.

‘Be careful,’ I warned him. ‘I think this is one of those South American leaping spiders. There’s no way of knowing where he’ll go next… BOIING!’

The spider leapt away from my neck towards Buster. Buster laughed and screamed. We were having fun. We made the spider leap back and forth between us, boiinging for all we were worth. We’d throw it up in the air and then Buster would have to find it wherever it landed.

‘Where’s it gone?’ I’d ask and Buster would search.

The expensive toys had occupied the lad’s attention for maybe three minutes, but the tiny plastic spider, that must have cost at most 20p, kept him entertained for approaching an hour. Even after he had gone off for a bath, when he came back he still wanted to play with the spider. The fun had no sign of abating and the only way to stop this exhausting cycle of spider throwing and searching was for me to surreptitiously hide the toy. The child continued his search in vain, not knowing the fake arachnid was up my shirt.

But he was so desperate to see his friend again that I couldn’t keep it from him for ever. ‘Maybe he has crept into your belly button,’ I suggested. And bless him, he had a little check to see.

I too checked my own belly button and indeed the spider had made my navel his residence and so the relentless game continued again and our fledgling friendship was sealed.

I liked his commitment and his joie de vivre. Throwing a plastic spider around a room for an hour or so is what life is all about. At least being able to enjoy such an activity without qualification and without becoming bored is what makes kids great. And that’s why I love them.

And if that makes you want to rip me limb from limb then that’s your problem.

More importantly I had passed the test. My girlfriend’s son liked me. My girlfriend seemed to like me even more. As I sat cuddling them both on the sofa, I felt like part of a family. And I felt happy. At the age of 39 and a half, maybe at last I was growing up.


Act your age, not your shoe size…
That means something different on the continent.

CHAPTER 1

FIIIGHT!

11 June 2007 – 31 days to 40

What the fuck was I doing?

This wasn’t like me.

Some feral force had taken over my body and filled with indignant fury I was heading with unbreakable resolve towards the object of my rage. All reason had been paralysed by a potent fog of adrenalin mixed with alcohol. Pure animal instinct was controlling my actions now; I was a cougar about to pounce on my prey; I was a Viking berserker screeching into battle; I was a mindless zombie infected with a monkey virus about to chase down my latest victim, rip off his limbs and then gnaw on the bones with my unfocused red eyes staring off into the middle distance as his blood spurted all over my face.

With no thought for the consequences, I was intent on the destruction of a man I barely knew.

His friends tried to block my path.

‘No!’ I screamed, as I pushed them aside. ‘He hit me in the fucking head, I’m going to hit him in the fucking head as well!’

This wasn’t like me at all.

It was only when I got to where he was standing that some remote portion of my brain still connected to reality remembered that I don’t really have any idea how to fight. I’m a lover, not a fighter. And I have to be honest with you, I’m not much of a lover.

But I’m an even worse fighter.

However, it was just a feeble voice trying to make itself heard over a crowd of furiously firing neurons urging me onwards. Subconscious intuition had got me this far. Surely it would carry me through?

Why was I behaving in this awful way? I don’t get into fights. I flee from the merest whiff of trouble. I am an expert in the studious examination of my shoes at times of even mild peril. Why was I voluntarily embroiling myself in this unnecessary contretemps?

All that was certain was that I wasn’t myself. This wasn’t the kind of thing I’d usually do.

In fact, I could count the number of fights I’ve had in my 39 years and eleven months on this planet (excluding the regular drubbings from my older brother – domestics don’t count) on the fingers of one of my weakly clenched fists – though whether any of them really qualify as ‘fights’ is possibly open to question.

Fight 1 – 1977. Jackie Nixon. Lost.

Yeah, OK, Jackie is a girl’s name. My first fight was against a girl. And I lost. But I was ten and she was twelve and a good foot taller than me and fierce and wiry while I was soft and podgy. I can’t remember what precipitated her assault on my person, during lunch break, but I seem to recall her fists descending, the sweat flying off her furrowed brow, her long hair swinging with her punches. Or maybe I’m confusing the incident with a scene from Raging Bull. The other kids barely had time to gather round and chant, ‘Fight! Fight! Fight!’ before a hard blow on the nose incapacitated me. A Jasper arrived – this is the name that Somerset schoolchildren used to give to both wasps and dinner ladies. In this case it was the latter. Don’t you love that imagery? Those occasionally mean-spirited, spiky denizens of the playground do indeed seem to swarm around in random swirls, before spotting their target and swooping in for the kill. She broke up the one-sided battle and grabbed me by my collar and escorted me to the boys’ toilets. I could feel something warm and sticky dribbling from my nose, and the kids we passed were frozen where they stood, mouths agape with horror. I assumed that Jackie had bloodied my nose and felt strangely proud and manly. I was displaying a battle scar, a badge of bravery. It was only when I got to the sink and looked in the mirror that I realised that the substance emanating from my nasal passage was a long string of viscous snot.

My humiliation was complete.

Fight 2 – 1978. Kevin Nixon. Moral victory. Actual loss.

Kevin Nixon was Jackie’s younger brother. I don’t know what their family had against mine, perhaps some ancient vendetta stretching back through generations, of which no one could any longer recall the provenance. Yet pride and unjustified anger still fanned the flames of a forgotten blood feud. Or maybe the Nixons just liked beating the snot out of anything that chanced across their path.

Who am I kidding? I was a swotty, clever-clever little creep with shiny shoes and my tie done up properly from a respectable middle-class family who loved me. If there had been any tracks in Cheddar in the 1970s then the Nixons would have been from the wrong side of them. I don’t know what their exact circumstances were, but it’s clear that they had none of the advantages that I had been lucky enough to acquire simply by having plopped out of the right vagina. Our lives were mapped out and it was clear to the Nixon siblings in which direction we were separately heading.

As with Jackie, I failed to land a single punch, but this time that was a deliberate choice.

I was enjoying the summer sunshine on the school fields and minding my own business, when apropos of nothing, Kevin Nixon ran at me from behind, then jumped up and gave me a tremendous flying kick in the back.

This time I retained my dignity and my bodily fluids and simply carried on walking, trying to pretend that nothing had happened. This behaviour aggravated Nixon even more. He executed another run-up, leapt and kung-fu kicked me in the spine. I can’t say this didn’t hurt, because it really did. But I wasn’t going to be beaten by him. ‘What was that?’ I asked in a loud voice, so that Kevin and his gawping cronies could all hear. ‘Did a fly land on my back?’

I have to say I am pretty impressed with my coolness even today. Kevin wasn’t though. He was enraged. He took a longer run-up and again lunged at me, even harder than before.

Still I retained my composure, despite the pain of the assault. ‘There he is again, I think. I’m not sure if I felt anything or not.’

This violent pantomime continued for maybe five or six more kicks. But I refused to rise to his bait. I didn’t turn and fight, I didn’t fall down and cry. I just carried on walking around in a strange figure-of-eight pattern.

I don’t think it would be hyperbole to say that what I was doing was more impressive than anything Gandhi ever achieved with similar tactics.

Kevin Nixon was trying to provoke me to turn and fight, but I did not rise to the bait. Eventually, I like to imagine, exhausted from the Herculean exertion, he gave up. Despite all his efforts I had remained totally unaffected. He left with his gang to find someone else to torment. Someone who would give him the satisfaction of trying to defend themselves or squealing like a baby. He had been defeated. I had won.

Or I would have done had the shock of what had happened not then hit me. I went over to a grassy bank and sat down and cried the tears that I had manfully been holding back.

Later, Dave ‘Tom’ Shrewsbury, who was the hard boy in our tutor group, came up to me and said, ‘The lads were very impressed with the way you stood up to Nixon today. That was very brave. You did well… but you still went off and blubbed afterwards, didn’t you? We all saw.’ He pulled a face that indicated that all their admiration had evaporated along with my first tear.

So my moral victory morphed into defeat. And Kevin Nixon got the chance to feel superior to me for a few minutes, which is all that this was about, and in a childhood where I had been dealt all the aces and he’d got the jokers and the instructions for playing bridge, I can’t begrudge him that.

Fight 3 – 1991. Unnamed assailant. Total defeat.

After a hard day of work writing at Broadcasting House for some long-forgotten radio show, I was enjoying an alfresco pint with my work colleagues. A woman I was hoping to have sex with made a crap joke about René Descartes, and I pretended to find it amusing – as I say, I was hoping to have sex with her. As I laughed I threw back my head in what I took to be an alluring manner. I happened to catch the eye of a gigantic drunk man, some ten feet away, who was in the process of slamming his fist into the face of his smaller, but equally drunk, companion.

‘What are you fucking looking at?’ he slurred as his ‘friend’ slid down the wall.

There is no way to answer this question and remain undamaged, but I was young and so stupidly gave the worst wrong answer: ‘Nothing.’

‘You think it’s funny, me hitting my pal?’ he continued, walking towards me, leaving this person that he was so friendly with slumped unconscious on the floor.

‘No, I was laughing at something my friend said,’ I replied, the register of my voice rising from baritone to falsetto in the space of nine words. Was it worth trying to explain the unfunny gag about a dead French philosopher or my base motivations for pretending to enjoy it?

‘Because I don’t think it’s funny,’ he growled, ignoring my protests which were, in any case, now in so high a voice that they could only be heard by bats.

I would have run, but I was sitting on one of those picnic tables where the seat is fixed and your legs are penned in, making it impossible to extricate yourself in an emergency situation. Unless there is a gigantic, furious alcoholic on hand to grab you by the hair and pull you to the floor. Before I understood what was happening, I was supine on the dirty, cigarette-butt-strewn paving stones, with a large boot crashing into my temple – the head’s Achilles heel (I am more or less a reverse Achilles and will crumple wherever I am struck, although my heel is impervious).

The man picked up an empty glass and raised it above his head with the clear intention to bring it smashing down on my blubbering face, when a brave and diminutive PA called Ellie jumped to her feet and held on to his arm and somehow prevented him from leaving me scarred or blind or worse. Even more impressively, despite being approximately two feet shorter than him, using nothing but the power of shouting she managed to convince him to stop attacking me and leave. If I am not being beaten up by a girl, then they are coming to my defence.

On the bright side, the woman who told the rubbish joke felt so guilty that we ended up having sex that very night, though I don’t remember much about it and my head was aching and I was worried that if I fell asleep I would never wake up. But the point is that laughing at ineffectual, intellectual jokes does indirectly get you laid. If you are prepared to risk death to achieve your goal.

Fight 4 – 1994. Drunk fan’. Victory!

Pretty much every August since the late 1980s I have made the annual pilgrimage to the greatest arts festival in the world, the Edinburgh Fringe, where every church hall, gymnasium and broom cupboard becomes a venue. It’s a vital shop window for the comedy industry, but more importantly, from my point of view, it is a month-long party, where there are plenty of opportunities to drink into the early hours and meet women, with the occasional inconvenience of having to perform a show.

One of the major venues, the Pleasance Theatre, has a large courtyard, which on those rare days when it isn’t raining is the ideal alfresco congregation point for punters and performers alike. This night I was there with some friends from my school-days who had come up to see me perform. We were talking with some young women that we had just met and having quite a jolly time. Things were looking promising. Then a fairly drunk, smiling man swaggered up to me.

‘Hello,’ he interrupted. ‘I have to apologise to you.’

‘Why’s that?’ I asked.

‘I met you here last year and I called you a cunt! Sorry, I was drunk.’

‘Oh right,’ I said, mildly surprised yet amused. ‘Don’t worry, I don’t remember!’

‘Well, just wanted to say sorry,’ he replied, although that was a lie as he then hung around to chat some more. I didn’t particularly mind though. I am usually up for chatting with strangers. Even if they have compared me to female genitalia for unspecified reasons in the last twelve months.

So the bloke joined in with our conversation, which may seem weird, but it was the Edinburgh Fringe, where much stranger things happen and I felt I was being magnanimous by allowing the man who had insulted me back into the fold. Sort of like Jesus. Only less show-offy about it.

However, after an hour had passed, in which he had drunk more and more on top of the skinful he had had already and then begun making inappropriate and lewd remarks to the girls, I thought it was time to bring things to a conclusion. ‘Look, mate,’ I said in as friendly a manner as I could muster, ‘it’s been lovely to meet you, but I am here with some mates from school that I haven’t seen for a long time and we don’t know you. Maybe it’s time for you to go back to your own friends now.’

All right, I’ll admit it, perhaps there was a little bit of edge in my voice and an awareness that the man was almost certainly here on his own, hence his latching on to us. He stared back at me, dumb-struck, but instantaneously seething. He didn’t leave.

‘It’s just I think you’re a bit drunker than us and I’ve talked to you for over an hour and I’d like to talk to my friends now, so…’

He carried on staring, fury visibly boiling up in his alcohol-addled head.

‘I was right about you last year,’ he said, breaking his silence. ‘You are a cunt!’

‘I’m not a cunt,’ I countered. ‘I don’t know you at all and yet I have talked to you for a long time, which most people wouldn’t have done, especially after you admitted having been rude to them before, but now you’re being rude to my friends and I think it’s time for you to go.’

The girls we were with were already freaking out a bit at this stand-off. There was clearly violence in the air and they had assumed that this bloke was a friend of mine. Suddenly a gay evening was turning sour. The staring continued and I was steeling myself for worse to come, but the man then walked away.

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief and I explained to the confused women that I did not know the man and apologised for both the things he had been saying and the situation that had developed. Maybe the evening hadn’t been derailed after all.

But about ten minutes later the man came back, holding a pint glass. He circled the group, saying his goodbyes and remarking on how nice it had been to meet each person. Finally he got to me and said, ‘And as for you…’ before pouring the contents of the glass all over my head.

The liquid was warm and within a nano-second I arrived at the obvious conclusion that the glass contained urine. That would explain the luke-warm temperature, as well as the time it had taken him to fill the receptacle. Also fresh in my mind was a story of how fellow comedian Arthur Smith had had piss thrown at him by an aggrieved punter. Uric-acid-based vengeance seemed the obvious explanation.

I don’t know what he expected to happen next. Sometimes in films a bad man gets a bucket of something wet thrown over him and he just stands there, dripping, making funny kind of spluttering, surprised noises, holding out his arms in disbelief. But in reality if you assault someone, especially with your own bodily fluids, they are much more likely to attack you.

Which is what I did.

I don’t remember much about it. The red mist descended. And the next thing I knew I was about twenty feet away with this sozzled scumbug in a headlock aiming weak punches at his head. Most of which were still missing despite the proximity of the target.

‘Stop it!’ whined the piss-flinger, still holding the empty pint pot, not having the wits of the assailant from Fight 3 to think of smashing it into my skull.

‘You poured piss over my head!’ I bellowed.

‘It wasn’t piss, it was water!’ he shrieked pathetically. He must have filled it up from the sink in the toilets. The cold tap there is never cold, just as the hot tap is rarely hot.

Although this made a difference, it didn’t make that much of a difference. It was still extremely annoying and inconvenient and wet and my only real crime had been to be hospitable to someone who had done nothing to deserve hospitality and done everything to deserve hospitalisation.

There was no danger of that. The few punches that had landed on his now pathetic visage were ineffectual and my oldest friend Phil Fry managed to drag us apart within seconds. My thwarted nemesis skulked off into the night, while we returned to our drinks.

Any atmosphere of fun or romance that had once existed had dissipated and the girls, appalled, no doubt, at the Jekyll and Hyde style transformation that they had just witnessed, quickly made their excuses and left.

At least when I lost the previous fight I ended up with the girl. This was a victory that would leave Pyrrhus quite smug about the way things had turned out for him.

Fight 5 – 1996. Stewart Lee. Lost.

I met Stewart Lee (future co-author of Jerry Springer the Opera, world-class stand-up comedian and west London phone book 1990’s ‘Stewart Wee’) at university in 1986 and we quickly formed a friendship and began writing and performing comedy together. It was a partnership that would last until 1999, by which time we were a cult double act with four BBC2 series under our belts. But it took a lot of work to get there. We spent practically the entire 1990s together, six days a week for up to sixteen hours a day, most of the time caged up in cramped offices and claustrophobic tour vans. However much we liked each other, this was bound to lead to tension.

If you put Jesus and Mother Teresa in a similar situation then there would come a point where he was punching her in her walnut face and she was pulling down on his crown of thorns or gouging her fingers into his stigmata.

Thinking about it, it seems remarkable that we only came to blows once in all that time. Although we shared a sense of humour, we were very different personality types: him cool, aloof, serious with an impatient inability to suffer fools, me socially awkward, loquacious, needy, annoying and, pertinently, a fool.

Plus we were in our twenties and still both similarly sure of ourselves, equally convinced that any issue, however trivial, was worth arguing to the death until we were proven right, as yet unable to understand that our every word and action was not, as we believed then, of the utmost significance and importance to the world. Healthily we were also too repressed and childish to openly discuss any of the problems that there might have been between us, preferring to bottle them up and leave them to fester and ferment in the basement, next to those powder kegs we were storing. What could possibly go wrong?

But we weren’t brutes. We didn’t fight. The way we got through it was to argue and bicker, badger and psychologically torture each other, and to use it to fuel our on-stage dynamic. Much more civilised. I admit I would sometimes have wonderful dreams where I was punching him in his smug, leonine face, my fists like steaming jackhammers, over and over again, but I never imagined that we would actually come to blows.

Instead we’d spend half a day vociferously debating whether the word ‘a’ or ‘the’ would be funnier in the sentence we were working on, which I now realise was our repressed way of letting off steam. Subconsciously we must surely have known it wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference to the joke. Or should that be the blindest bit of difference? Which would you say was funnier? Come on, it’s important!

On the day of the melee, we were in our office doing some separate writing work before heading out to do a gig somewhere out of town that night. Stewart was at the time trying to lose weight and had been prescribed some diet pills by a doctor who specialised in such murky areas of medicine. I’m not sure he lost any weight, but it did temporarily shave off the sparse amount of forbearance that he was naturally blessed with. I think to be fair, the drugs must take responsibility for thawing what would always otherwise have been a constant cold war. Or maybe they were just a convenient excuse for Lee to make his own dreams come true.

Prosaically enough, Stewart was struggling on his computer, having a formatting problem with an article he needed to finish within the hour and was getting frustrated and angry. I offered to help him sort it out, but when I wasn’t immediately able to rectify the problem he grouchily told me to get away and leave his computer alone. I said, ‘Oh, fuck off, I was just trying to help,’ and petulantly kicked his chair. In normal circumstances he’d have shouted swear words back at me and that would have been the end of it.

But this time Stewart got up, his eyes unfocused and blazing with fury, his head buzzing, his reason clouded, his stomach growling from hunger. He strode purposefully towards me. Confused by this unexpected reaction, I backed away, holding up my palms. I didn’t want any trouble. But Stewart would, it seemed from his countenance, only be appeased by my death.

Luckily he was only a little better at fighting than I was and as he tried to punch me I grabbed hold of his hands and we pushed at each other so we resembled crap and crapulous dancers rather than street fighters. When the one opportunity came to make my dreams come true, my jackhammers were nowhere to be seen. My hands were sponges, intent on defence.

Despite my attempts to placate him, Stewart was a man on a mission and managed to overpower me, pushing me to the floor. As I fell, the back of my head caught the edge of a desk and I felt the sting of an abrasion. Lee was on top of me.

A woman rushed in from the next office down the hall and pulled us apart. For a moment I was stunned by what had just happened, doubted it was even real, then I put my fingers in my wounds, felt my own sticky blood and, like Thomas, I believed. Unlike Thomas, my next action was to attempt to kick the man in front of me in the balls.

True to form I completely missed my target and with my sponge-handed guard down, Stewart got in a couple of proper punches before the perky PA managed to get between us again.

I stormed out of the office, having resolved that the partnership was over: we would never work together again. But that night, tempers having cooled and things back in perspective, we found ourselves waiting in the wings at the gig. After an uncomfortable, embarrassed silence, Stewart apologised for what had happened. ‘I think we’re allowed one fight every ten years,’ I said, smiling.

Beneath it all we were and still are great friends, who had been through a lot together and who actually had, I hope, a great deal of respect for each other. And we got on very well most of the time. I don’t think I have ever laughed as much with any other human being.

It would still have been satisfying to have got one good punch in, though.

So after five fights I had won one and lost four. Not an impressive record by any standards. In 20 per cent of these encounters my opponent was female and in an embarrassing 60 per cent a woman came to my rescue.

And while I had been on the ground at least twice, been bruised, suffered mild concussion and been drenched in water, blood and my own nasal effluent, I had never once executed a punch or a kick that had done another human being any harm whatsoever. Even when I won, the defeated party had walked away without a scratch on him, while I was soaked to the skin.

All this does make me feel like rather an ineffectual example of manhood. Surely I have harmed someone or something at some time in my life.

Oh yes! I did once smash Steven West’s front teeth out when I was playing hockey at school. But this was an accident, caused by sporting incompetence, and I sensibly spent the rest of my schooldays hiding from him. Because tellingly, even though he was only fourteen, the teeth I knocked out were false. He’d had his real front teeth knocked out already. Plus he had once inadvertently set himself on fire when he’d thrown paraffin on a bonfire. You probably couldn’t think of a worse person to smack in the mouth.

And the fact that my weapon was a hockey stick – the plaything of a schoolgirl – pretty much says it all.

Surely, if life had taught me anything, it was that I shouldn’t get into any more fights. Indeed, I had got through almost my entire thirties without confrontation, using a blend of cowardice and simpering, blubbering apology.

So given this history, why was I now striding towards a man who was fifteen years my junior and a good six inches taller than me, my hand already clenched into a fist, intent on pummelling his face until it was just a bloody mass of sinew and broken bone? What on earth had motivated this unlikely and (if the form book was anything to go by) inadvisable aggression?


I get knocked down, but I get up again, you’re never going to keep me down! I get knocked down, but I get up again, you’re never going to keep me down! I get knocked down, but I get up again, you’re never going to keep me down! I get knocked down, but this time I stay down. I’m clearly losing here and am in danger of getting a head injury. No need to be a dick about it.

CHAPTER 2

FIGHT 6

11 June 2007 – 31 days to 40

‘How’s the tour been going?’ my mum had asked during our weekly phone conversation that morning.

‘Good,’ I told her. ‘The show’s been going really well.’

‘Where are you tonight?’

‘Liverpool! Last night of the tour.’

‘Oh, you’ll be glad of that, won’t you? How many jigs have you done on this one?’

‘They’re called gigs, Mum. It’s been about 50 nights.’

‘Goodness! Fifty?’ But her mind was elsewhere. ‘You’re not driving home tonight, are you?’

‘No, I’m staying in a hotel.’

‘Good, I worry about you driving around in the middle of the night.’

‘I’m 39 years old.’

‘Don’t go out and get drunk, either.’

‘I’ll do what I want. I’m 39 years old!’

‘Not that anyone would know from the way you carry on.’

‘Muu-um,’ I said, very much like a petulant teenager would have done, as if to prove her point.

‘I just worry about you,’ she said with the unique warmth that only a mother can radiate. There was the slightest pause and then with just the tiniest weight behind the question she asked, ‘Are you happy?’

How was I meant to answer that question? What could I say to a mother who already worried that I was about to drive over a cliff every time I got into a car? If I was honest I’d say, ‘No, Mum, I’m not. I’m pretty unhappy just now. I’ve been out on the road for the last two months, playing the country’s most medium-sized theatres, with a schedule that seems to have been organised by someone who has no map or sense of geography. So I’ve been in Aberdeen on Monday, then Derby on Tuesday, then back up to Edinburgh for Wednesday. I’m driving myself and have no tour manager or support act or any meaningful company. It’s as lonely as hell and I am exhausted. I broke up with Sarah-Jane just before the tour began, even though we both still really care about each other, because we knew we were too different to make it work. And I’ve been missing her and Buster and they’re missing me. Sarah-Jane told me on the phone that he was holding up his toy spider and plaintively asking, “Where’s Rich?”, and it made me openly and uncontrollably weep in a service station restaurant. I’ve had one or two drunken sexual encounters with strangers in strange towns, in the hope that that might make me less depressed, but it just makes things worse. And I’m a month off my 40th fucking birthday, which frankly speaking sucks a big dog’s cock.’

But instead I said, ‘Yes, yes, I’m fine.’

‘Are you sure?’

Luckily I was rescued from further interrogation because at that point my buffoon of a dad came into the kitchen, where Mum was busily making his tea.

‘Who’s that?’ he asked.

‘It’s your youngest son,’ my mum replied.

‘Ah, Richard! Richy-boy! Ricardo! How you doing, old boy?’ he bellowed from a distance and I could imagine the way he was clowning around and gurning as he did so (partly because it was exactly the way that I would clown around and gurn myself, much as I hate to acknowledge that). He then cried, ‘So… are you famous yet?’

This was my dad’s little joke. He had been asking this pretty much every week for the last two decades. My parents have always been very supportive of my unusual career choice, but that does not mean that they don’t take every opportunity possible to point out that I wasn’t as successful as I might have hoped or, if I am being fairer to them, as they, as doting parents, believed I should be.

‘No, not yet,’ I said wearily and Mum relayed the usual message.

‘You need me as your manager,’ he chirruped. Again, this was part of the weekly script, but it wasn’t exactly a joke. He genuinely felt that he, a 70-year-old retired headmaster with no experience of the entertainment industry, would be better able to guide my career than the hugely successful professional agency I currently employed.

My parents had been to see the Taunton show (the nearest gig to Cheddar in Somerset where I had grown up and they still lived) and Dad had been a bit dismayed about how few people had turned up to see me. He had then been doubly perplexed when I told him how much I had been paid.

‘Oh dear,’ he had said, his natural sense of decency and fairness coming to life. ‘The theatre will have made a terrible loss tonight. You shouldn’t charge so much. You should give some of that money back.’

Call me crazy, but I didn’t really want to employ a manager who was trying to get me less cash.

‘Shut up, Keith,’ my mum said, with her hand inexpertly over the receiver. ‘I think he’s a bit down.’

Should I tell her how I was really feeling?

‘Anyway, look,’ I told my mum on the phone, ‘I’ve got to go. It’s a long drive.’

‘Oh, do drive carefully,’ she fussed, filled with palpable dread.

‘Oh, thanks for that advice. I was going to drive really dangerously, but you’ve made me reconsider my insane plan.’

‘Yes, yes… Ha ha,’ she said mirthlessly. ‘You should be a comedian… I love you.’

‘Bye, Mum. Say bye to the old duffer for me.’

The tour had been more fun than I had perhaps suggested in that emotional moment on the phone, but I was still very glad that the end was nigh. Life on the road is intense and sometimes it gets to you.

I think people must imagine that stand-ups have the most wonderful and gregarious of lives: working for an hour a day, then getting pissed, taking the finest drugs and sleeping with a string of nubile groupies. But in reality this kind of thing only happens about 97 per cent of the time. And it doesn’t make up for that yawning three per cent chasm in which we are a secluded breed of unloved outcasts. If a gig goes badly, there is the mortifying walk of shame, through the throng of disappointed punters, before you are swallowed by the night and make your way anonymously back to your hotel, where you sit alone in your room attempting to pleasure yourself to the poor-quality soft pornography laid on for sexually unambitious businessmen.

If the gig goes brilliantly, it is even worse. You have wowed a room of people; you are literally a god to them. But when you return to their earthly realm, real life seems monochrome by comparison. The company of such tedious mortals is not something that you crave. So you head to your hotel alone again, contemplating the fact that the fleeting adoration of a room of drunken idiots is probably no substitute for the true love of a faithful wife or the unconditional devotion of a tiny child. So you drink yourself into oblivion before inevitably tuning into Lusty Asians VIII, even though you haven’t seen Lusty Asians VII and are worried you might have missed some important plot developments.

I was mainly just very tired and was looking forward to celebrating having finally finished this, as it turned out, aptly titled show, ménage à un.

The show in part dealt with my failure to procure a threesome in my four decades of life (though to be honest I hadn’t really been trying that hard for the first seven years). I had assumed that if I went round the country essentially using my time on stage to beg women in the audience to go along with it, then statistically speaking one time in 50 times there’d be a couple of slags who would make my dream come true.

I would claim in the show that I had deliberately asked that we put Liverpool at the end of the tour as a kind of safety net, just in case the threesome hadn’t happened anywhere else, which of course it hadn’t.

I must have been stressed because within ten minutes of arriving at the lovely Unity Theatre, I was throwing a strop. I am the least diva-ish of performers and hate to give theatre staff a hard time, but one of them had just told me that my slot tonight was 60 minutes maximum.

‘What do you mean 60 minutes?’ I moaned. ‘This show is over 90 minutes long. Plus an interval. I need a slot of closer to two hours.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said the reasonable and, unlike me, unflustered theatre manager, ‘but whoever booked you in only asked for a 60-minute slot and the staff aren’t contracted to stay beyond 9.30.’

‘This is the last time I do this show,’ I whined. ‘I was looking forward to doing the routines for the last time and now I am going to have to drop half of them…’

‘Well, I’ll have a word and see what I can do.’

‘Honestly, this is just the living end,’ I said, storming off to brood in my dressing room, and wondering where the phrase ‘the living end’ had come from. It wasn’t the kind of thing I’d usually say. This wasn’t the kind of thing I’d usually do. That would keep happening tonight.

Eventually we effected a compromise where I could do pretty much the whole show, but without a break. It wasn’t ideal. I was a little unsettled and conscious that the staff at the theatre (correctly) thought I was a prick. It had stirred up my emotions, making me feel a little belligerent and antsy – it was the first spark smouldering in the dry moss of the conflagration that was to occur.

Despite my concerns, the gig turned out to be one of the best of the entire run. The venue was sold out and the audience were up for it from the start. There was even an actress from Hollyoaks on the front row. It was like all my dreams come true. I gave the swansong my best shot and was filled with confidence and swagger: this was all kindling being thrown on to the fire. If some idiot tried chucking petrol on me now, we were going to end up like Steven West.

After the show I headed to the bar to sign autographs and to celebrate the culmination of all this graft with a few well-earned drinks. Quite a few people were waiting to meet me, including three attractive young women. One of them immediately made for me. ‘Hi there, I’m Sarah,’ she said with brazen assurance. ‘That was a brilliant show. Me and my friends Suze and Jenny –’ Suze and Jenny were shyer than Sarah, but waved as they were introduced ‘– are going off for a drink at a bar round the corner. D’ya wanna come?’

She smiled at me seductively, giving off an air of absolute certainty that I would want to do exactly that. She was right to be certain. This might be the kind of thing that Russell Brand experiences on an hourly basis, but it doesn’t happen to me very often. Usually, post-gig, I end up talking to a 35-year-old man with a beard in an anorak about a sketch that I have forgotten writing from some 1992 radio show that I have forgotten I appeared in.

Given my other hotel-based Lusty Asians option, I didn’t have to think twice. ‘That’d be great! I just need to hang around here for a bit in case anyone else wants to say hi.’

‘Oh.’ She pouted, disappointed that I wasn’t prepared to drop everything that instant. ‘Don’t leave it too long.’ The implication that I might lose the initiative was clear.

But we chatted as I signed some programmes and I drank a couple of large glasses of wine. I was trying to be healthy and avoid beer, but I was drinking the wine as quickly as I would beer, which must surely have cancelled out whatever tiny health benefits I had imagined I was getting.

‘So what do you all do?’ I asked Sarah.

‘We’re students at the university.’

‘Really? So how old are you? Twenty?’

‘We’re 21.’

‘Oh, well, that one year makes all the difference!’ I laughed mournfully.

‘You’re only as old as the woman you feel,’ said Sarah, smiling. The night felt full of possibility.

There was, I admit, a tiny, if unrealistic, part of my brain that was projecting forwards and making the mental calculations: ‘Is this it? Maybe if I play my cards right it’s finally going to happen? A threesome! On the last day of the tour! In fact, there’s three of them. This could be a foursome! I have a spare!’

I was already weaving from the booze and fatigue as we headed round the corner to the drinking hole that the girls had selected. Two or three other audience members had tagged along, but it was very much the more the merrier. I wanted this difficult tour to end on a high and it seemed to be doing just that.

It was a Monday night, but things were quite busy in this trendy, dimly lit establishment. We got some drinks and headed down some sticky stairs and found a small table surrounded by sofas and sat down. Sarah purposefully sat on my immediate left, so close that our legs were already pressing together. It was at least looking positive for a ménage à deux, which was 100 per cent better than most nights on tour.

‘So has that begging for a threesome thing ever worked?’ asked Sarah as Suze and Jenny coyly giggled.

‘Of course not,’ I replied. ‘It’s way too desperate and brazen. My problem is that whatever the real me might actually want, the stage me only wants to go for the laugh.’ Did that make me sound mentally ill?

‘Well, it was very funny,’ she agreed cheekily.

Usually I am a bit shy and introverted after gigs, but I was in party mode and found myself very much the centre of attention, holding court to this table of strangers, like an extra exclusive bit of the show. The drinks were coming thick and fast and the laughter came just as easily. As the girl next to me enjoyed a joke, she surreptitiously brought her hand down on mine, our palms briefly locked, her fingers furtively circling in my palm. I allowed myself a sly and drunken smile.

As midnight approached, the bar got more packed. Soon a group of young men arrived, looking for somewhere to sit. One of the sofas at our table was empty and they asked if it was taken. Magnanimous and full of love for humanity, I allowed these interlopers into this sycophantic court where I was king, though of course they hadn’t seen my show and had no idea who I was and an Emperor’s New Clothes-style situation might not be far away. But I didn’t anticipate a problem. They certainly looked harmless enough: they were in their early twenties and pretty weedy, most of them had glasses, sweatshirts, jeans and non-brand white trainers. They looked like and quite probably were a group of maths students. Some of them might possibly still live with their mums.

But there was one guy with them who was slightly cooler and better-looking than the others, but only in the way that food poisoning is slightly cooler than dysentery. If you’d seen him on his own, you would have thought he was a massive geek, but because he was hanging around with a load of blokes who were more dweeby than him, in comparison he looked pretty good. Because of the company, he might be able to fool a woman into thinking he was an attractive proposition. Now I finally understood why The Fonz socialised so much with Richie Cunningham and Ralph Malph.

‘You don’t mind if I sit here, do you, ladies?’ said this skinny wannabe Fonz, as he perched himself on the arm of the sofa opposite, where Suze and Jenny were meekly sitting. It was a fait accompli in any case. He then immediately started chatting them up. I was actually quite impressed with his bravado. I could never do something like that. Not only am I shy outside the glare of the spotlight, I am also conscious of not imposing my company on strangers – possibly because of the bad, head-wetting experiences I have had when strangers have imposed themselves on me.

The girls, however, were not that interested in the guy; every time he leaned in to try and get a bit closer to them, they would lean away at an exact parallel angle – which must have delighted the maths students on the sofa.

I turned to Sarah and said, ‘He’s getting on pretty well with your mates. Maybe it’s him who’s going to end up with the three-some. Ha ha ha… Ha!’ The laughter caught in my throat.

‘No,’ she replied, surprisingly aggressively, ‘they’re just humouring him. He’s an idiot!’ She’d taken an immediate dislike to him and fairly enough. He was a bit drunk and pushy and had broken up our cosy fun. His motives were breathtakingly obvious. Which might seem a bit rich coming from me, but at least I’d put in the groundwork here!

On a positive note, the distraction gave me and my prospective lover the opportunity to talk on a one-to-one level. ‘I love the bit you did in the show about the BNP,’ she told me, referring to a routine in which I had called for anyone who voted for the right-wing political group to be disenfranchised for their blatant stupidity, arguing that we should ‘Fight fascism with fascism!’

‘I hate racism,’ she told me, as if she might have been the first to come up with such a ground-breaking perspective on the subject. ‘For me, racism is so ridiculous, I think it’s funny! I’d say the idea of hating anyone based on the colour of their skin or where they come from is so ludicrous and wrong that I think racism is hilarious!’

‘Yeah,’ I agreed, not wanting to sour this sure thing, ‘I understand what you’re saying there, but it’s probably best that you never say that out loud to another human being. There is room for misunderstanding in your theorem.’

‘No,’ she slurred, ‘racism is funny. It just is!’ I was relieved that no one else was listening in.

On the sofa opposite, the comparatively attractive geek was making some headway with Jenny.

Clearly fancying his chances, the garrulous nerd made his move and gave her his business card. She proudly, though possibly sarcastically, handed it round the table for her friends to look at. Sarah took the gift and apropos of nothing started ripping off the corners and then flicking them back into the bloke’s smug face. Admittedly this was quite a provocative thing to do. But it was only a business card: it wasn’t the end of the world. Presumably he had another one! Unless he was like Top Cat and just has one on a piece of elastic – though that would seem to counter the whole point of having a business card.

The previously affable, if slightly lubricated, man’s demeanour changed within a heartbeat. He was instantly, furiously angry. ‘You stupid bitch!’ he snarled at the woman that I loved (if only on a quite temporary basis). ‘You moron! Why are you such a bitch? Why are you such a fucking moron!’

I was too aghast at this transmogrification to even point out its inappropriateness.

But the forthright Sarah would not be intimidated. Off the back of the conversation that only I had been privy to, she responded to his aggressive entreaty in what must have seemed quite an unusual way by matter-of-factly replying, ‘It’s because I am a racist!’

A confused silence descended on the table. This made no sense, even to me. All of us were white. Momentarily the furious interloper was bamboozled by this non sequitur but then he became more enraged, fuming as he spat out, ‘How dare you? How dare you say you’re a racist? My wife is black!’

By now the man was up on his feet and preparing to physically assault this seated 21-year-old girl. Everything was happening at breathtaking speed, but despite being slightly addled by booze, I recognised that as the only man in our group, it was my duty to stand up and protect the honour of this admittedly quite stupid and annoying woman… who I was still hoping to have sex with. So I got to my feet and held up my hands and said, ‘All right, mate, calm down. It was just a joke. It was a bad joke, but it was just a joke. In any case, if you’re married, surely it’s not relevant what race your wife is – maybe you shouldn’t be out at a bar at midnight giving your business card to a 21-year-old girl. Just a thought.’

But he was too befuddled with rage to pay attention and before anyone could stop him he stepped forward and attempted to kick Sarah in the head. Fortunately he was so pissed that his foot merely flailed in the air, missing its target, but his intention had been more than clear. His nerdy friends, realising he had gone way too far and was in danger of doing something truly reprehensible, grabbed hold of him and pulled him, literally kicking and screaming, up the stairs and out of the
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