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I bent over the table submissively and felt the lady’s calloused hand caress my cheeks through the fabric of my trousers. There was a contemplative pause – and a muffled giggle from the audience. Had she found something? ‘You’re struggling with the book, you are, but you must do it, don’t give up on it.’ I spun round – how did the rumpologist know this? No one even knew I was writing a book, let alone that the words weren’t flowing as freely as I had hoped. The rumpologist smiled knowingly. Karl Pilkington looked unimpressed – mind you, he always looks unimpressed – and as for the Chatty Man audience, well, they were just waiting for One Direction to come out – they were the next guests and were waiting backstage. But seriously, it was a revelation to me, it was as if she had looked into my soul – well, arse – and seen something. She said some other things too: that I was going on holiday next month – I was, Barbados – and that I was on the cusp of something big – but then they always say that, don’t they, it’s the law.

Sometimes you have to humour these people. I remember when Justin Lee Collins and I went on This Morning and they asked us if we wouldn’t mind having our fortunes read live on air. I love that type of thing and immediately said yes. Would she be using runes, tarot, Ouija board? I enquired. No – asparagus. By throwing sprigs of asparagus on the studio floor and seeing where they landed she could tell our future – a bit like if Nostradamus worked in Whole Foods. Justin immediately backed out: ‘No way, no way – what if she says that we’re all going to die?’ What – with asparagus? That asparagus would have to land pretty violently to predict a death. Anyway, seeing the fear in Justin’s eyes I went ahead with it regardless and it was vintage This Morning – bonkers and yet fun.

So I had some history in dealing with nutjobs telling me what life had in store for me. Still, the comment the rumpologist made about the book rattled me – maybe I had given up too soon, maybe I should put finger to keyboard one more time and see what happened – but then, even if I did finally finish the book, most authors thank their mums, dads, kids … God, how could I thank a woman who reads arses for a living? What kind of an idiot would actually believe something like that? Well, you’re reading this now, so I guess – me!
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As some of you lovely readers might know, this is my second book. My first book, Look Who It Is, covered my childhood and feral youth, and this book picks up where that book left off, just as I was about to embark on my first-ever presenting job on The Friday Night Project. So there I was all alone, living in Holloway. I’d moved down to London for work, leaving my friends up in Manchester. I’d been travelling up and down that M6 for the past three years and driving three and a half hours plus to get home was taking its toll. I was off my face on energy drinks and ‘Percy Pigs’ and on first-name terms with the canteen ladies in the service station caffs – ‘Hi, Val!’ ‘Hi, Alan! Who was you with on 8 Out of 10 Cats tonight, love?’ over a stale pain aux raisins.

So I had decided to take the plunge and move to the Big Smoke, through gritted teeth I hasten to add. I loved Manchester – I had a wonderful network of friends, had my favourite pub, my favourite bar, my favourite curry house – and I so wanted to resist moving, but you have to go where the work is. If the M6 was the umbilical cord for me, nourishing me, keeping me attached to my Mancunian womb, then the Brent Cross shopping centre was the vagina from which I was sprung. The umbilical cord had to be snipped at some point, so I left Manchester and moved to Holloway. Why Holloway? Well, it sounded like Hollywood (shallow, I know), and the estate agent said the area was Crouch End Borders – apparently if you stepped over the mattress and turned left at the dead cat you would be in Crouch End. They must have seen me coming, but I wasn’t to know. I remember ringing up to pay my council tax and correcting the bloke when he said ‘Holloway’ –‘Oh no, Crouch End Borders,’ I said, and he suppressed a laugh. He must have thought I was one of those deluded Hyacinth Bucket characters who names their two-up two-down ‘Hedgehog Cottage’ or their bedsit ‘Downton’. I can imagine the postman coming through the gate muttering under his breath, ‘Who does he think he is?’

As always when you move to a new area, you start finding your feet – you discover your nice neighbour, your not-so-nice neighbour, your favourite local baker, your favourite local newsagent and, in my case, your favourite local halfway house two doors along. A group of men would always be sitting outside leaning nonchalantly on the wall in various states of delirium, making comments to all the passers-by and watching the world go by. It got to the point where I could gauge my level of fame by the amount of money they would ask for when I passed. When I first arrived in Holloway it was a gruff ‘lend us a quid’ but by the time I left three years later it had gone up to a grand! ‘C’mon, you know you got it,’ they pleaded – with an air of desperation and cider.

In the early days, though, feeling isolated, miserable and out on a limb, I decided to fill the void by getting off my arse and earning some cold hard cash. As Britney so eloquently put it, ‘You want a Lamborghini, sip Martinis, look hot in a bikini, you better work, bitch!’ and that’s exactly what I did. I threw myself wholeheartedly into work mode. Corporates, stand-up gigs, you name it, I did it, but for the most part I loitered on the outskirts of terrestrial television and flirted with the burgeoning new satellite channels that were multiplying before my very eyes. There seemed to be a new channel appearing every day and although it was all very exciting I don’t think anyone really understood that they had to actually fill the channel with, err, umm, something? Some content perhaps? You can’t just have that test card with the girl holding a piece of chalk and a blackboard and a sinister-looking puppet. They were desperate and when people are desperate they call me. I shamelessly popped up on anything and everything.

My particular forte was those awful talking heads programmes – two hundred and fifty quid for a couple of hours’ work – I’ll pop that in my bumbag, thank you very much. Look, money was money, and I was mercenary. I would talk about anything if the price was right – well, if the price was two hundred and fifty quid. Women’s rights, the sixties, international terrorism, Spandau Ballet – you name it, I would appear and hold forth on these and other subjects till the cows came home. It didn’t matter if I wasn’t even born when the actual event happened – I would still say I was there, and put in my two pennyworth: ‘Emily Davison told me she was going to throw herself in front of the king’s horse at the Derby, I told her not to but she wouldn’t listen – typical Emily.’ Who cares? I didn’t, neither did the producers and neither did the four stoners watching at quarter past three in the morning.

Like the way stand-up comedy had exploded in Manchester in the early 2000s, all of a sudden the growth of satellite channels had mushroomed and there was this need for all the dead air to be filled. I guess I was in the right time at the right place – or maybe the wrong time and wrong place depending on whether you want to make a living filling dead air.

Now, we’ve all watched those ‘before they were famous’ shows and thought ‘Really?’ Shaking our heads and laughing as pre-celebrities down on their luck dressed up as chickens for pasta sauce adverts or were pulled out of a canal as a dead prostitute in Taggart, but the truth of the matter is that it pays the bills. It’s only the snootiness of hindsight that makes you cringe. I was once a sperm on roller skates for a segment on teenage pregnancy. Sadly, I got cut from the montage as I couldn’t roller-skate and kept hanging on to one of the other sperm’s tails – if we’d gone into an egg we would have had twins. Of course, that would be looked back on now with an arched eyebrow and a grabbing of pearls but I got paid more for that afternoon than I would have got working four days in the factory packing shampoo.

Channel 4 had obviously seen something in me because they started using me more and more frequently and I was often to be found on 8 Out of 10 Cats with my brother Jimmy (ha ha – well, everyone else says that to me at least eight times a day so I might as well use it to top up my word count). The exposure from 8 out of 10 Cats did wonders for my career. I started getting noticed in the street and my stand-up ticket sales got a hearty boost too, all thanks to the wonders of television. Plus it was a lot of fun to film even though Sean Lock scared me.

One night on the show I ended up sharing the panel with the comedy legend that was Joan Rivers. In the dressing room as I plonked myself down in the adjacent make-up chair I was in awe as I was a huge fan of hers. I was expecting an acerbic barrage of one-liners slagging off my cork wedges and cut-off denims but instead I found a woman who was really sweet and supportive, almost motherly. Sadly, that was the only time I got to work with her. I would have loved to have had her on Chatty Man and we had been making genuine inroads into getting her to appear on the sofa (well, when I say inroads, we kept pushing the fee up!) but she died before this appearance would come to fruition.

Come to think of it, 2016 is turning out to be one of those awful years; we’ve already lost David Bowie, Sir Terry Wogan, Ronnie Corbett, Victoria Wood, Prince and Caroline Aherne at the time of me writing this and summer is barely over. I don’t know about you, but losing Victoria Wood and Prince on successive days hit me really hard and by the time that gorilla was shot at that zoo for protecting that child I was up to my eyeballs in muscle relaxants screaming ‘Stop the world I want to get off!’ Just as I’d managed to process Victoria’s death, here it was: breaking news that Prince has been found dead at Paisley Park – and I burst into tears again. If you’ve read my previous autobiography you’ll know I was a huge fan of both of theirs, especially Prince.

I think my dad always saw my fixation with Prince as rubbing salt into the wound. Not only would I rather stay in my room and listen to music than be outside kicking a football around but my favourite musician was someone who sang in falsetto, wore stillies and had a penchant for bumless trousers – Really? My poor father would come into my bedroom with a morning cuppa and see Prince on the wall, Lovesexy era, naked astride a very phallic-looking orchid … well, it must have been hard. Oh, Prince will be sadly missed, I genuinely was a HUGE fan. I didn’t just listen to ‘Purple Rain’ on Smooth FM, I’m talking Dirty Mind, Lovesexy, Parade, Sign O’ The Times – I even listened to the rubbish ones like Graffiti Bridge. It’s hard to explain to people who haven’t seen him live just how magical it was – it was like a religious experience. I had seen him only last year at an intimate gig in Koko with my friend Melissa – also a huge fan. I rang her up on the day he died and we reminisced about the mind-blowing evening we’d experienced.

‘I really wish I’d taken a photo of him,’ she said dolefully.

‘You did,’ I replied, ‘but you got hit with a stick.’

‘Oh yeah,’ she said and we both laughed.

Prince notoriously hated being filmed at his gigs and his people would shine lasers into the lenses of cameras or hit you with a stick, as Melissa found out to her dismay. Melissa had whipped out her iPhone and had been tantalizingly close to getting a photo when she was rapped on the knuckles by what can only be described as a cane – the kind you find holding up tomato plants in garden centres. With a yelp she’d dropped her phone.

I will treasure that night now, I’m so glad I saw him and took it all in through sober eyes. Me and Justin had seen him on his ‘21 Nights’ residency at the O2 years back and we’d finished off three bottles of rosé before he even came on. I cannot remember a thing – can’t even remember him coming on stage. The only thing I remember about the night is getting home – a white van pulling up outside my house, the door sliding open and me being thrown out on to the pavement by a gang of men. I have no recollection of who drove the van, who threw me out, what had happened in the van. No idea. Mind you, Justin fared even worse. He said he remembered being sick and getting the bus home – he lived in Bristol!! Anyway, at least I got to see Prince again and this time it was civilized and very mature, and you’ll be pleased for my kneecaps to hear that I got an Uber home rather than being slung out on to the pavement, so overall a decidedly more memorable night.

Anyway, I digress – back to those early Channel 4 days. It seemed like everyone suddenly wanted a piece of me and I lapped it up. Soon I was appearing on all sorts of things. I was offered the role of team captain on Would I Lie To You? but I was so bad at lying that I had to pull out. Secretly, they must have been relieved because I was ruining the whole show. I just couldn’t lie. At best I would go red, at worst I would come out in hives. Sometimes I would get myself in such a tizz I would forget what actually was the truth and just say anything to get me out of the lie, and that’s why I’ve never been used as a drugs mule. How can those people on Jeremy Kyle just sit there, silent, stony-faced, when they are being given a lie-detector test? Oh, I know – heroin. But anyway, Would I Lie To You? was not for me and I was eventually replaced by Lee Mack, who is just perfect for that role – not that I’m calling him a bare-faced liar but you know what I mean.

Of all the television programmes and pilots I did, two that definitely bear mentioning are Flipside and FAQ U – not because they were particularly good or groundbreaking but because they were presented by my future co-host Justin Lee Collins. Flipside was very simple – we would all sit on chairs watching telly whilst commenting on what we were watching whilst being filmed. Basically, it was a precursor to Gogglebox – yes, Justin and I were the Sandy and Sandra of the noughties. FAQ U was a discussion show filmed in Bristol, which was a bit of a schlep, and once you’d paid your petrol out of the fee it was more or less charity work, but it was exciting to be on the telly. We all sat round on some sofas and discussed certain subjects and topics, some random, some topical, and just hoped what came out of our mouths was funny.

An awful lot has happened and a lot has been said about Justin in the years since we worked together on those early shows. All I can do is talk about my experiences with him. Me and Justin instantly hit it off. We had the same sense of humour and would bounce effortlessly off each other. He made what could have been some real slogs into a lot of fun and we went on to enjoy four years together in a TV partnership. You see, now here’s the dilemma. In 2012 I got the shock of my life, as I’m sure you did too, when Justin was convicted of harassing an ex-girlfriend. The details of the case, and the taped recordings of his abuse, were difficult to listen to – at some points they were like the rantings of a madman, both alarming and creepy – and yet totally alien to the person I’d shared a whole chunk of my TV life with. I wanted to go over to him and shake him and say ‘What the hell are you playing at, Justin?’ It really is hard to imagine that this is the same guy. So I am in a quandary when writing this. What do I do? Do I cut out all the laughter, the fun times and the adventures? Or do I pretend I knew all along that something wasn’t quite right and that I had my suspicions? It would be convenient for my story but then life isn’t convenient and sometimes good people lose their way. I can’t deny that he made me laugh and that he was one of the most generous, kindliest people you could ever meet, I can’t, I can only tell it like it was. I could stick the boot in but I don’t want to do that. Ironically, he used to do these really funny nostalgia shows, called Bring Back … Star Wars or Bring Back … the A-Team – now I think he needs to bring himself back and find himself again.

The thing is when I knew him he had only love for the ladies and always seemed to be in a state of arousal. I remember him asking me out to meet an old school friend of his and this buxom blonde with huge breasts, considerably younger than him, was there propping up the bar; the next week, I got asked again, ‘Will you come with me and meet my old school friend – she’s waiting for me in a bar in Soho,’ and yet again there was another buxom beauty, curvaceous and blonde. ‘School friend? Really? Which school did you go to, St Trinian’s?’ Oh, I do miss Justin and his erections.

I was trying out material for a new stand-up show the other day – I’ve no plans to tour as such but it was a bit of a muck-about on stage, tentatively trying out new and very sketchy material that I’d thought up on my travels. It was an out-of-town venue and there was a write-up about it in their local newspaper. Well, I couldn’t believe my eyes, there it was, bold as brass, in black and white: ‘veteran comedian’. Veteran! The pince-nez nearly fell off my nose. I beg your pardon, veteran comedian – some people might be shocked at ‘comedian’, but as we all know, haters gonna hate. Anyhow, I was outraged – I’m a whippersnapper, I wear hoodies!! But after having a bit of a moment I realized that I’ve now been doing stand-up comedy for fifteen years and have been on television for eleven years. So although ‘veteran’ is maybe over-egging the pudding, I have been round the block.

When people ask me how I got into stand-up I politely point them to my first autobiography, which is still available in all good bookstores. For those who are too tight or too thick to get the hint and who just stand there, I explain it to them instead. The first two or three years you don’t get paid plus you have to pay for your own travel and you usually get back in the early hours of the morning. I never had a car in Manchester so would often have to get the night train, where it would just be me and a flasher chug-chug-chugging across the Pennines. Then you get up and go to work to do your proper job. The people I’m explaining this to soon glaze over and walk away. They always seem a bit despondent that there isn’t an easier way – that someone doesn’t just spot you, pluck you from obscurity and plonk you on the stage, microphone in hand, and TV comes a-calling, but sadly that isn’t the case.

Trying to explain all this, it dawned on me that I don’t even know how I got here – it does seem a hell of a lot of hard work. How did I, possibly the least ambitious person you could ever find, put up with the early days? It doesn’t feel like me. It feels like I’m telling someone else’s story. Really? The person who can’t be arsed to go to the offie for a bottle of wine if it’s raining – who will just drink something out of the cupboard that he nicked from the Chatty Man drinks globe – was the same person who would do a four-and-a-half-hour round trip to perform in Newark, get booed off, come home after earning no money and get up to go to the call centre and then go out the next night to perform again? Alan, was that you?
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I’m in a wonderful position now where I get offered scripts and formats to read and I do always read them, reread them and scrutinize them. Will it work? Is it ‘me’? Is it entertaining? These questions swim endlessly around my head, so it’s strange to think that when I got offered the chance to co-host the The Friday Night Project in the late autumn of 2005 I just said ‘yes’. Just ‘yes, why not?’ In for a penny, in for a pound. Simple. As. That. I hadn’t even watched it when I agreed – can you believe it? Not that I was being deliberately offhand or blasé but I was riding high after a critically acclaimed Edinburgh, I got five stars and everything – there’s no need to clap – and I was working every night, performing my stand-up all over the place. I didn’t have time for telly, darlings, I had to whip an arts centre in Hull into a comedy frenzy. All I knew was that Justin Lee Collins and I were replacing Rob Rouse, Jimmy Carr and Sharon Horgan as hosts. I’d got very close to hosting my own telly show earlier when I’d got down to the last handful to host Big Brother’s Big Mouth on Channel 4 and eventually lost out to Russell Brand, who in my opinion rightfully won – his mercurial mind and boundless energy was just perfect for that show. Sometimes, though, in my darker moments, as I’m sitting here on my couch, hungover, watching the rain pitter patter up against the window, sipping a cup-a-soup, I wonder if maybe I had got the job instead of Russell it would be me living as a vegan Buddhist in Hollywood, strutting up Sunset Boulevard in my skinny-fit jeans and trying to bring capitalism to its knees, but hey ho, it wasn’t to be.

Initially we had some run-throughs at the Princess offices, the production company behind The Friday Night Project, which are bizarrely situated on the top floor of a shopping centre in west London – you’d go in for a meeting and come out with ‘bits’. The run-throughs went well, the team were young and enthusiastic, bursting with fantastic fresh ideas as young people seem annoyingly able to do, and I got on with Princess. Most importantly, JLC and I gelled. Once all that was done, we were shown on a laptop a 3D mock-up of what the set would look like. I don’t know if you remember those huge, eight-foot tall, dotted, almost Seurat-influenced portraits of me and Justin – they were behind us in the sofa area – well, when I saw them on the laptop screen all of a sudden the shit got real. We would do eight shows with us as the new hosts and then Channel 4 would either scrap the whole damn thing or recommission it.

It was all very exciting and the last thing I had to do that year before Christmas came was to have my clothes fitting with the stylist so they could all be ready, pressed and hanging on a rail in my dressing room ready for when we started filming in early January. The stylist normally dressed Girls Aloud and the Sugababes so God knows what he thought when he saw me waddle through the door – for a start my leg was the width of Nicola Roberts – but he never let on and foolishly took all my measurements down and hotfooted it to Oxford Street to shop till he dropped. Yes, you read right, I said foolishly, because the poor sod had no idea what Christmas does to my body. It’s all right him jotting down in his notebook on 23 December 34-inch waist but by 4 January it’ll be a whole different ball game – oh yes. Non-stop eating and no exercise, all washed down with gallons of red wine over the Christmas period will leave my buttons squeaking, my zips bursting and my belt chafing. And to add to the (cake) mix, unbeknownst to them I was going to Italy with my then flatmate Hayley for a cheeky break before the show got up and running. God, I love Italy – the women are fit, the men are fit, the wine is fit and what’s more the food is fit, so as you can imagine Christmas plus Italy equalled Diabetes Type Duo. I came back literally huge. There is a photo in St Mark’s Square that I must dig out of me wearing a pink tracksuit and looking like a pig – an actual pig that in some weird re-enactment of George Orwell’s Animal Farm has got up on to his hind legs and decided to go sightseeing. When I arrived back for the first show the stylist couldn’t believe his eyes. The inevitable had happened and I couldn’t fit into any of my clothes. The shirt that pre-Christmas had been loose and flappy now clung to my body like a fitted sheet. The trousers wouldn’t even get over my thighs: one yank from the stylist and the zip burst and the legs ripped round my calves – I looked like David Banner at the start of one of his rages. I feel stupid retelling this, I feel ungrateful. What a wonderful opportunity I’d been given and I didn’t even recognize it. Most presenters get match fit, get a personal trainer, hit the gym, cut out the carbs so they can look their best – and there’s me on record day being smothered in Bertolli butter so I can squeeze into my trousers. Unsurprisingly, I looked like shit, a fat shit in fact.

Apart from looking like a Richmond sausage in a cardie, it didn’t help that I had decided to get my hair cut while I was in Italy, all ready for the show. One extra thing to cross off the list for when I get back, I’d said to myself, patting myself on the back for my resourcefulness. Those black-and-white photos of serial killers from the seventies that they place in barber shop windows, I thought they were exclusive to British hairdressers. Well, apparently not – it’s Italy too. The trouble was, I knew very little of the Italian language and the barber didn’t know any English and instead of saying scusa and making a sharp exit I thought I’d grin and bear it. Over here, if you can’t explain the hairstyle you desire there are normally a selection of celebrity magazines fanned out on a nearby coffee table that you can flick through to find an appropriate hairdo. There wasn’t even that to guide him – all he had on his coffee table was a solitary property magazine with a Tuscan farmhouse and a couple of olive trees on the front. After trying to communicate ‘a little trim’, only for him to brandish a pair of clippers rather menacingly, I reached for the magazine and tried my best whilst doing the universal sign for short. I pointed to a hedge that if it was attached to the side of my head would be the kind of length that I was after. This charade went on until I eventually capitulated and let him ‘do his worst’. Grinning, he carried on – snip snip snip. He cut everything short apart from the back of my head where he left a rat’s tail. Just when I thought it couldn’t get worse he emptied a tub of ‘wet-look’ gel on top of it. Can I just get this off my chest – why does anyone want ‘wet look’? What’s the appeal? Why do I want my hair to look like I’m really really sweaty or have just been caught in a downpour? Thank you. After emptying the tub, he then smiled some more and added insult to injury by moulding my hair into a point like a walnut whip. With a flourish, he removed the towel from round my neck. It was time to pay. Totally unhappy and yet totally British, I paid up and gave him a tip, and walked out of the hairdresser’s with my head looking like a Tuscan villa – a fat Tuscan villa. So for my first ever Friday Night Project, let’s just say that I wasn’t looking my best. Thankfully, the make-up girl who was also a hairdresser was able to salvage my hair, freeing my rat’s tail from the nape of my neck and releasing it into the pedal bin for a new life.

The first Friday Night Project I did was with guest host Billie Piper, who at that time was more famous for being the Doctor Who assistant rather than the high-class hooker Belle de Jour in Secret Diary of a Call Girl, so we did ‘Doctor Who on Ice’ at an ice-skating rink on Hampstead Heath with her. Talk about easing yourself gently into a show. For a start, I was really nervous because it was my first piece for the new show; secondly, I’d never watched an episode of Doctor Who in my life; thirdly, I’d never ice-skated before; fourthly, it was all going to be filmed; fifthly – do I need a fifth example? – I was bricking it!! You know when you start a new job and it’s your first day and the boss says ‘You couldn’t just nip to Pret and get me a crayfish and avocado salad could you?’ And you have to walk twenty minutes out of your way but you smile and say yes even though you REALLY don’t want to do it – well, television is like that. For the first few series me and Justin were their bitches, we wouldn’t say boo to a goose and we sucked it up big time. Then as the show became more and more successful we felt more inclined to put our foot down.

A good example is the ‘Coat of Cash’. For those readers not au fait with the ‘Coat of Cash’, basically Justin and I at the end of part one would put on a coat made entirely of five-pound notes, then we would run up the stairs through the centre of the audience whilst they would frantically try to grab a fiver off the coat. Now for the first few weeks this would be a surprise for the audience and people would quite tentatively grab a fiver here or there, but as the weeks went on, the coat of cash became legendary – not in the world of TV but on the streets. ‘What? A coat you say of free money? In Studio One, ITV Studios? I’m there.’ Soon we were attracting tramps and undesirables to the show, coming not to enjoy themselves but just to get free money. You could see people shamelessly turning up for Part One, grabbing a handful of money, shoving it in a carrier bag and then disappearing up the stairs and off home, leaving a smattering of empty seats for the remainder of the show. With the desire for free money increasing each week, so did the desperation, and it got to the point where the audience wasn’t so much an audience as – a mob. We were getting punched, kicked and dragged down the stairs. One time I was dragged UP the stairs by the baying mob – all for a fiver!! And don’t give me all this ‘Ooh, a fiver’s a lot of money’ – this was before the recession and food banks. The final straw for me was when I was pushed down the stairs and got my head caught in the cable of one of the studio cameras. As the crowd were yanking my legs (I don’t know why they were doing that, maybe they thought if they tugged my leg hard enough loose change might cascade down my trouser leg), I was slowly being garroted. The cameraman pushed the camera to one side and bent forward I thought to help me but instead picked a crisp five-pound note off my coat and popped it in his pocket – nothing, it seemed, was off limits when it came to tax-free wonga.

Me and Justin huddled together after the show. ‘We cannot carry on with this,’ we agreed.

‘I nearly died,’ I told the producer, showing the bite marks on my back. This is ten years ago and, sitting here writing it all down, sometimes I get little pricks from my conscience raising an eyebrow – ‘Really? You nearly got killed?’ – so it was very interesting when I recently went to the wedding of one of the researchers of The Friday Night Project and I was on the same table as some of the other team who had worked on the show. It was great to see them all grown up, some of them married, some of them with kids, and it was so nice reminiscing about our time on the show, but the one thing that dominated the chat was the ‘Coat of Cash’. Everyone said, ‘Oh, Alan – it was so dangerous – why did you even say yes to doing it?’ and I felt instant relief – I was right, it was bloody dangerous. One of them who still works in telly said that they were shown a health and safely video about what you can and can’t do in television and there was a clip of me in the ‘Coat of Cash’ being mauled, exemplifying what NOT to do.

Anyway, Justin and me said that we didn’t want to do it any more and the producers said that we could get a surprise masochist – er, sorry – guest to do the ‘Coat of Cash’. Usually they would be contestants freshly evicted from the Big Brother house. I remember one week it was Charley Uchea to do it. She had come across as very feisty and moody in the Big Brother house, which had made her a great reality TV contestant but maybe not such a good ‘Coat of Cash’ contestant. For the first time ever in the history of the ‘Coat of Cash’ people in the audience were bypassing the chance of free money and were just walloping her; she still had money left on the coat by the time she’d got to the top of the stairs. The poor girl looked like she’d been dragged through a hedge backwards. People were waving their handfuls of fivers in the air triumphantly and then we noticed that someone had pulled part of her weave off and was waving that around – we had to remind the audience that it was ‘Coat of Cash’ not ‘Coat of Weave’.

We had created a monster. Not only did people want money, they wanted more of it, and we started getting claims. One woman caught in the scrum had lost her ‘Tiffany’ necklace and wanted compensation – oh God, how awful, we thought – but what this claimant in the audience failed to understand was that in a TV studio you are more often than not being filmed by one camera or another and once we looked at the footage we discovered that she hadn’t been wearing any necklace in the first place, let alone a Tiffany one. The claimant then decided not to pursue compensation – funny that.

One poor woman was trampled and needed to be pulled from the crowd and given oxygen at the side of the stage. She kept giving off hints that it was a health and safety nightmare and that, you know, it shouldn’t really be allowed, and if she was that way inclined she could pursue litigation. When we watched the footage back we saw that, yes, the lady had been horribly crushed in the melee but not before she had thrown herself across three rows of chairs, basically crowd surfing, trying to grab a cheeky fiver. She too, once we showed her the footage, decided to let go of her dreams of a million-pound pay-out.

Slowly people’s opinion of the show started to become more positive and we even got some nice things said in the press about us. One of the things they honed in on was mine and Justin’s ‘bromance’. We did have a chemistry and it shouldn’t really have worked but it did. It wasn’t only the media that noticed us – we were soon getting asked about our availability for corporate work. ‘Do you have an act for corporate evenings?’ we would get asked. Some people might say we didn’t even have an act on the telly. Well, we didn’t – our unique selling point was our ability to bounce off each other in an unforced, unscripted way. I think if we’d actually thought about it and written an ‘act’ something would have been lost. Needless to say we still took the jobs.

These corporate evenings can take many guises but normally it’s where a company will pay for you to host their evening of entertainment and give awards out to their hard-working employees. These corporate events pay really well but sometimes you feel a bit dirty up there because you’re only doing it for the money – yes, I can be ruthless too. You’re often performing to a paralytic crowd who don’t really care about you, or the night, or the awards, and are only there so they can drink the profits dry of their employers. They know that you are only there for the money, that you are mercenary and that you might as well be Princess Leia chained to the engorged corporate bulk that is Jabba the Hutt, dancing your little gold bikini off. They are a complete riot but not in the good sense of the word – they are literally a riot. Have you ever seen those westerns where people are being punched, having chairs smacked over their backs and being thrown along the length of the bar? Well, just picture that but in suits. I remember doing a corporate event for Eddie Stobart lorries and the image of an obese knickerless woman doing ‘Oops Upside Your Head’ by herself on the dance floor will stay with me for a long time. Every time I pass a sinkhole I shiver.

For this particular corporate do I was co-hosting with my TV husband Justin in a very lavish marquee in the middle of Battersea Park and I was so sure we could rekindle the magic we had on the telly. We’d think of something, wouldn’t we? Well, in a word – no. We were screwed. The event was fast approaching and we didn’t have two punchlines to rub together. Justin had heard me singing Tina Turner’s ‘Steamy Windows’ through my dressing-room wall and it gave him an idea.

‘Al, let’s do “It Takes Two” – you do a great Tina Turner and I’ll be Rod Stewart. We can dress up, sing the song, funny and upbeat – just perfect.’

‘What a great idea! Everyone loves people dressing up. It’s going to bring the house down,’ I predicted.

So we rushed out to HMV to buy Rod Stewart’s Greatest Hits CD, thanking the Comedy Gods on high for their divine guidance in picking us a classic, soon to be legendary, comedy performance. Those Comedy Gods, they can be right fuckers, you know. We died a death. Ask any comedian and they’ll tell you that dying in front of an audience is the worst, but dying in drag is even worse; dying in front of an audience and in drag and having to carry on for the whole four minutes and seven seconds of the stupid song you’ve chosen is the epitomy of shit. We finished and no one clapped – no one! It was awful, plus the audience was full of famous people, and when I caught any of their eyes they did that pitiful look, where you half smile and roll your eyes. Me and Justin decided in the break to not take our wigs and outfits off – the twisted logic being that if we kept them on, the audience might think it was the genuine Tina Turner and Rod Stewart doing a really shit job and our careers would go unscathed.

We really needed a drink after that, so once we peeled off our leopard skin we retired to a bar. Not only was my ego bruised but so was my neck, which was stiff and sore both from the nerves and dodging bread rolls. A woman comes over and sits with me, black thigh-high boots, low-cut top and a miniskirt – okay, okay, yes, yes, prostitute klaxon, prostitute klaxon, but you must remember I was naive back then, and besides, I obviously didn’t live in the sleazy world you inhabit where a scantily clad woman milling around a hotel bar the wrong side of midnight is clearly a prostitute. I thought she’d missed the last bus home and someone had stolen all her clothes. ‘Fancy some fun?’ she said, fingering the complimentary nuts. Well, as soon as I opened my mouth and she heard my dulcet tones, her little face fell – she knew she wasn’t going to be giving any hand jobs any time soon. She dismounted the bar stool like a jockey and strutted off looking for more suitable clients, leaving behind some flyers for a strip bar.

Now, I’d never ever been to a strip bar in my life (female strip bar, you understand – I’d been to male strip bars but only because it was raining and I needed a radiator to dry out my anorak). Feeling a flush of why not? I said to Justin, ‘Let’s go to this strip bar,’ waving the flyers excitedly in the air like Charlie outside the chocolate factory. Justin thought about this for approximately one second and said ‘yes’. We headed there.

Me and Justin, possibly two of the least hedonistic people you’d ever meet, never did this kind of thing. We would usually find a nice bar after the show, sit in a snug and just chat and giggle over one or four bottles of red wine. Thinking about it, we sort of lived out our hedonism on screen – there were very few episodes of The Friday Night Project where we weren’t naked, wearing a gimp mask, tied up, cross-dressing, you name it – so I guess when we came off stage we were so sexually depleted that our idea of fantasy was wearing clothes that didn’t chafe and eating a burger.

As we went into the strip bar off Tottenham Court Road we were instantly pounced upon by a gaggle of girls, like moths to a flame, or like flies around shit depending on your opinion of strip clubs. We must have had twelve young women stuck to us like glue, giggling at every word I uttered and playing with their hair a lot. The waitress came over and asked if we would like a drink. ‘Ooh, I’d love a rosé,’ I said. I was going through my rosé phase at the time, in fact I’m still going through my rosé phase – okay, let’s just call it alcoholism. I wafted the drinks menu away as if it was an annoying wasp. ‘Bring me rosé, bring me rosé,’ I cried petulantly. When the woman returned – with twelve glasses, I hasten to add – the ‘hostesses’ dived in, snatching the glasses from under mine and Justin’s noses. Another bottle was ordered, then another. I was gasping, I’d only had one sip. Every time I leant over to grab a glass a perfectly manicured hand would grab it away from me with a grating giggle. As we were the only people in there on a Tuesday night, these girls saw us as meal tickets. Having your wine stolen from you gets boring after a while. I’m sure it’s quite cheeky and sweet if you are a horny businessman looking for light relief and hoping for sex on a Tuesday night, but all I wanted was a drink.

‘Come on, Justin, let’s get out of here,’ I said. We asked for the bill and it came. Oh yes, it came all right – £3,000!! You’re having a laugh. They had brought me Cristal Rosé at five hundred quid a bottle, basically working out at £1,500 a sip. Not only was I dry, I was parched and once my lips had been peeled from my gums I demanded to speak to the manager. The women, once so giggly, slowly disappeared into the background. I kicked off and the manager came over, refused to apologize and said that it was MY fault for not being specific. As you can imagine, I was horrified – I can’t actually remember what I said but it was something along the lines of I’m in a strip bar, I’ve spent three thousand pounds and I haven’t even had a hard-on. I kept it classy. He still would not budge but as a ‘goodwill gesture’ he would give me a complimentary lap dance in a booth. I thought okay, he’s not the most handsome man I’ve met, but hey, in for a penny. He then clarified that it would be ‘with one of the dancers’. My heart, like my semi, sank. Some menacing men had started walking over so I settled for the lap dance – me and Justin in adjacent booths, one of us thoroughly enjoying himself and the other scowling, arms folded, thinking to himself that there was more chance of them raising the Titanic.
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The Friday Night Project was quite a huge show to produce each week. There was a lot going on: there were hidden camera skits, a quiz, musical performances, sketches, days out, you name it, and all these things need to be thought up and produced. This of course takes time, so me and Justin would spend ages with whoever the guest host was that week, just sitting around chatting, waiting. Not surprisingly, you find out more about the guest host from these moments of relaxed off-camera chit-chat then you ever do on a chat show or anything filmed in front of the cameras.

We’d been with Mariah all day at the studios. She was at the height of her fame then and had just found out that she had surpassed Elvis in America for number ones as ‘Touch My Body’ became her eighteenth chart-topper. She was in a good mood, I really liked her, and although her diva reputation went before her we often found that the demands weren’t coming from her at all but from her entourage/hangers-on, depending on how you viewed the huge whispering throng who seemed to hover aimlessly in corridors. I remember one show we did, we had a star on who will remain nameless because I don’t want to ridicule her, but she had a huge entourage and before she came on she did a twirl and said, ‘How do I look, guys?’ The entourage cooed their enthusiasm and clapped
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