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			Introduction

			The world is made of sugar and dirt.

			– Alfred Döblin

			What to expect from this book

			These are stories from my life. Each story is named after a cake. The cake is in some way important to that story.

			I started this book when I found my mind turning more and more to my own fragility. I felt deeply ashamed of this side of me and associated it with weakness, but knew I could no longer ignore it.

			Many sensitive children work out that in order to function well in the world, they must repress their enormous capacity to feel, for fear of being ‘too much’ or, worse, abandoned.

			Whilst writing this book, I often woke up gasping, having had the same dream that a stray dog had dropped a marble into my mouth, and it had rolled back to the opening of my throat. I can only assume that something had needed to be articulated, and words to be unstuck.

			This might be a memoir about growing up in Wales, or it might be twenty-one things that happened to me, but the important thing was to excavate the emotional truth of it and, by writing, maybe lay it to rest.

			Why cake?

			Cakes are weird, camp objects that seem to appear whenever something emotionally devastating is happening to me. They represent everything that is false and cloying. I resent cakes: their condescending frilliness, the fact that they don’t want me to tell the truth. When someone appeared with tea and cake in the middle of a family psychodrama, what they were really saying was: Let’s all eat our feelings instead of expressing them.

			Cakes are filled with trauma for me.

			There has been a lot of cake in my life . . .

		

	
		
			1.

			The first cake

			Our mothers always remain the strangest, craziest people we’ve ever met.

			– Marguerite Duras

			 

			 

			Let me tell you why I rode my bike into oncoming traffic.

			In 1992, shortly after I turned eleven, my family went on a family holiday, and I went with them.

			‘How far away from our house are we going and what sort of holiday will it be?’ I asked Mum, the night before we left.

			‘Not far. And a cycling holiday,’ she said.

			‘Can’t we just walk everywhere?’ I said.

			‘Why?’

			‘Just because.’

			‘You don’t have to go fast,’ she said.

			‘I never go fast,’ I replied, and that was the end of the discussion. As she went back to struggling with the big suitcases, I could tell that she hadn’t realised how much I really did hate cycling and being on bikes. I didn’t even own a bike. When relatives said, ‘How about we get you a bike this year?’ I would say, ‘Can I have something else?’

			The plan was to spend a weekend bickering on the Channel Islands, before boarding a ferry that looked like a floating glass conservatory which would take us across the water, to the French town of Cherbourg. I knew the word ‘Cherbourg’ from the film Les Parapluies de Cherbourg, a musical where everyone sang an octave higher than necessary.

			On our arrival in France, the man at the bike hire place said he had picked out a ‘special bike for a pretty young girl’, but the mocking of my adolescence in such a confident tone made me suspect he’d picked out one of the worst bikes from the pile. If this had been a film, it would have been the bit in a rom-com where the stable boy says to the protagonist from the city, ‘You’ll be riding Clover today, but don’t worry: she doesn’t go fast.’ But it turns out that Clover does go really fast, and the fumbly city boy is teased for his inability to control Clover, and he looks stupid in front of his date, who is of course on a well-behaved horse and grew up riding horses anyway. At the end of the film they get married and the stable boy attends, doing a thumbs up in every photo.

			I took my mum aside and said, in a stage whisper, ‘Mum, have you forgotten that I failed my cycling proficiency test? Am I even legally allowed to ride this?’

			‘You’ll enjoy it, once you’re on it,’ she said, smiling over at the bike hire man. ‘It’ll be good for you.’ A violent phrase, if ever I heard one. When my mother was being playful, I wanted her to be more serious, and vice versa.

			I had been the only child in primary school to have failed the cycling proficiency test. If I’d been allowed to walk next to the bike, and push it around the course, then I would have come top of the class. I was a good walker.

			Oh great. I’m on a bike, I thought, as I got on. ‘Fine. I’m on it. Where do I ride it?’

			‘On the streets.’

			‘What? Are you kidding?’

			‘Well, we’re going to cycle into the town.’

			‘But there are so many cars.’

			We set off, the whole family. I was already exhausted from a big dream I’d had the night before, and I kept having to pause every four minutes to adjust my lilac shorts and lower my centre of gravity, so that I would stay on. It was miserable. I could balance on it by now, but I couldn’t take a hand off the handlebars without falling off. That’s what the examiner had failed me on.

			‘That’s it,’ my mother called back over her shoulder. ‘Just try and be steady, but also a bit loose.’

			‘I can’t be steady and loose at the same – it sounds like you’re describing hair gel, not a person,’ I shouted back. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy the feeling of cycling – the freedom, the smells and sights of being outdoors – it was more that I felt unwilling to let myself be looked at whilst doing it, because I struggled to ride a bike, and I looked like someone who struggled to ride a bike, and I was so ashamed. The humiliation outweighed the joy.

			As Dad overtook me he said, ‘We can go to that place that does the nice ice cream for dinner tonight, if you like?’ and instead of answering I rode my bike into oncoming traffic. There was no great mystery here: it was a protest against cycling, and a punishment to all who had allowed the cycling to happen. This will show them, I thought. I did try to warn them that I wasn’t proficient. In that moment, I didn’t care what happened to me, I just wanted revenge for being ignored. 

			I was fine. It had been a slow day, traffic-wise. One car narrowly missed me, slightly denting the basket, and the driver beeped and put his hand in the air. It didn’t go down well. People were angry. I was delighted. My family and I walked back to the bike hire place in silence, just the squeak of the wheels and the growl of the odd car. The bike hire man saw the dent, refused to return my parents’ deposit and didn’t call me ‘pretty young girl’ again.

			As we boarded the boat to take us back across the Channel, I said, ‘I’m sorry about what happened with the bike.’

			‘Oh yes, that,’ Mum said. ‘But you didn’t really mean to do it, did you, darling?’ It was meant rhetorically, so I didn’t answer.

			It was time to go home. I’ll never ride a bike again, I told myself.

			 

			The following year, my dad was working, so Mum and I went on holiday alone. We went to Paris for a few days, and this time the medium suitcase was enough. 

			‘Oh, I thought you’d be a Chinese family,’ the receptionist said as we checked in to our Paris hotel.

			‘Oh really?’ my mother said.

			 ‘Yes, the “x” at the end of “Wix” makes it look Chinese.’ He pushed the room key across the desk. My mum looked embarrassed, as if we had disappointed him, but I folded my arms to convey the comment’s ignorance. The hand that pushed the room key was wearing a leather glove, but the other hand wasn’t. Later, when he opened the door to our room, I saw that the hand in the leather glove was swollen.

			It was a large tatty room, with two single beds and a TV on the wall in the corner. The cupboard doors didn’t shut properly and one of the lamps didn’t work. As I counted the dead flies on the windowsill, Mum unpacked a few things and it started to rain. ‘Good for the garden,’ Mum said, rubbing moisturiser into her neck in a sweeping upward motion. The plan was to set off early the following morning to find the house where my great-aunt had stayed as a student and, if there was time (there wasn’t), to visit Monet’s garden.

			But later that night, as we lay in our single beds, to my horror, through the wall of our cheap room, we could hear sex noises. It was loud and mortifying, and just about the worst thing I could imagine happening to me at twelve in the same room as my mother. She didn’t mention the noises, but to my relief turned the TV on to a news channel, to fill the room with something les vulgar. 

			The next morning at breakfast, she flicked a finger in the direction of a couple sat a few tables away. They were slab-faced and pink, like a pair of lungs.

			‘That’s them,’ she said.

			‘How do you know?’ I asked.

			‘I recognise his cough . . . anyway, I think she might be an escort,’ she continued.

			‘Why?’ I said.

			‘No one can enjoy it that much.’

			I sipped my grapefruit juice and watched the lungs throw sausages down their sunburnt necks. It looked like living.

			My mother’s hopes for me were that I would always be happy and thin. My hope for her was that she would never leave me.

			After breakfast, we took a free map of the city from reception and set off.

			‘She was short, but she was beautiful, your great-aunt. A real head-turner, back in the day.’

			We were standing on a street corner on the outskirts of Paris, looking up at the ornate brick building where my great-aunt had once lived during her training to be an opera singer.

			‘Did she have an amazing voice?’ I asked.

			‘I never heard her sing, but she must have done. It was a good school.’

			Pigeons sheltered from the rain in the alcoves of the windows on the upper floors.

			‘Was she famous?’

			‘No, she got married instead.’

			Mum knew one story about my great-aunt. I’d heard it several times. Standing in front of her former dwelling, I asked to hear it again.

			 ‘Well,’ Mum began, as two students emerged from the building carrying guitar cases, ‘in her final year at the Academy of Music, she was so beautiful that when the examiner saw her, he instructed her to sing behind a screen, so that he could mark her fairly, without being distracted by her beauty.’

			I thought about the cycling-proficiency examiner. When the test was over, everyone had gone up to the front of the class, one by one, and been given a certificate, but when I went up, I got a pencil. Now, I gazed up at a small window and imagined it was hers. I thought about how curious it was to be jealous of a dead woman.

			We stood till it got cold, then found our way to a small café nearby. Sad French music played in the dusty tea room. The streets were quiet. The rain continued. Mum and I sat at one of the small round tables in the window. Mum asked the waitress to remove the glass ashtray. It was becoming the sort of trip that gave me a new appreciation for the comfort of my own bedroom, back home in the Vale of Glamorgan. 

			Then it happened. Mum went up to the counter, picked two cakes from the glass display cabinet and brought them over. Mine was cut into a perfect square, and arrived on a bright white plate. I took a bite. It had a sickly sweet smell and tasted like biscuits, cream and golden syrup. It was the best cake I’ve eaten, even to this day. A small squiggle had been iced on the top, the kind of design you might find around the door of a posh town house. I could tell, whatever it was, it was perfect.

			After one bite, like an alcoholic taking their first sip, I knew I was in trouble. As the sugar hit and my eyes closed in ecstasy, I realised I had found my thing. Here was a cheap, easy and legal way of getting high, any time I wanted, for the rest of my life. What a relief to have found the answer so early in life: I would never be alone again, now I had discovered the magical effect of sugar. You’re never really alone, if you’re eating cake. Even later, when I chose cake over people, it felt lonely, but the cake lent such ‘resonance to the loneliness’ (as Marguerite Duras says of alcohol) that I didn’t even mind or notice the loneliness. I never forgot my first cake, and I was destined to repeat the experience of that first bite, over and over again.

			Whenever we sat in cafés or restaurants together, my mum’s focus would be on intensely observing the people around us, rather than me. If she was close enough to eavesdrop, even better, and she was never happier than when she could make one of her pithy remarks, such as ‘I think those two are on a date’, or ‘Oh, they must be having an affair’, or ‘I wonder how those lot all know each other? Teachers, I bet.’ There was a table of teachers in every place we ever went, according to her. ‘Curiosity is what keeps me young,’ she once asserted. In this moment, she didn’t even notice that her daughter was quietly becoming an addict. As I took the last few bites, my cheeks flushed and my throat was thick with chilled cream. I was suddenly very tired. My mother had only eaten half of hers and wrapped the rest in a napkin, slipping it into her handbag for later.

			So we sat at our round table, with my empty plate where an ashtray once was, lost in our worlds. From time to time, we would turn back to one another, as if checking on a printer that you didn’t believe would work, after pressing print.

			But, when she turned to me, she must have missed the hum of the sugar working its way through my body. Even if she had noticed, there was nothing she could have done: I had tasted love. It was too late. 

			As we waited for the bill, Mum impatiently bobbed about in her seat, and I imagined that she was thinking about her childhood holidays in Wales, boating in Abersoch Bay. It was her favourite place on earth. ‘Aber’ means mouth of the river.

			We walked back to the hotel. There was a small circular grid on the outside wall, which I hadn’t noticed before. From the small hole, behind the grid, came the sound of violins. I looked through and saw that a string quartet was playing in the hotel foyer, just near to the reception, where the one-gloved man lived. Mum explained that they were local music students who were allowed to use the foyer to practise, so that guests could enjoy the music for free. The small hole afforded me such a perfect view of the musicians, but at the same time I doubted that was the purpose of the hole, just a nice coincidence. We stood for a while, in the breeze, enjoying the light coming through the iron bars, and just listened to the music, the taste of sweetness still in my mouth.

			I have never eaten the cake since, or even found out what it was.
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			Anxiety cake

			 

			 

			 

			People often ask me how I got into comedy.

			Some of the men on the lawn were smoking. When they laughed they would slap each other’s shoulders and their army buttons would bounce against their heavy, ironed uniforms. A large white marquee loomed behind them. Inside, their wives looked anxious and hungry as they arranged chairs in tight borders around dining tables before the guests arrived.

			These army functions happened every year, in the height of summer. My whole family and I were expected to attend, because my English grandfather had been in the military all his life, and we were all scared of him. I was used to wearing black, but not black dresses that made me walk slower and showed off the tops of my boobs. The night before, I asked my mum to show me how to put on fake tan. She said, ‘You mix it with moisturiser to make it look more natural.’ I didn’t, and now it looked as though diarrhoea was running down both calves.

			As I neared the marquee, one of the laughing men peered out to look at me, trying to work out if I was old enough for him to fancy. I was tall for my age (and all ages) and kept needing to pull the dress down. A few weeks earlier, when I was getting out of the bath, my mum studied me, said, ‘Welcome to puberty,’ and shook my hand. I had cringed and closed the towel, but I understood what she meant. My body was different and no longer a neutral zone. Now, under the laughing man’s gaze, I was excited to be a woman.

			The intense heat gave guests the sheen of a Next catalogue. Everyone was old, and the women smiled into each other’s bouffant hair when they hugged hello. I passed a ten-year-old boy in a suit jacket and kilt and gave him a look of consolation. When I saw other young people queuing up for orange juice, I held back with my empty glass so they wouldn’t talk to me. It was simpler to stay with the adults, silently resenting them, and with no risk of peer rejection. A swing band was warming up in the corner, and the men’s voices were punctuated by brass premonitions of the evening’s music. The dance floor in the middle of the tent was empty, and bunting had been hung everywhere the wives could reach. These boring parties were some of the few times we crossed the River Severn, and in comparison to Wales the English countryside was more neat, the lambs more corporate.

			Women stood by their men’s sides, agreeing with things they said. This was casual misogyny in formal attire. Adults held wine glasses below their chins like microphones, as they watched a Major in a wheelchair struggle over the gravel. I had no respect for or interest in these adults, and the feeling was mutual. But my attendance implied I wanted to be there, and undermined my attempts to look bored.

			When the gravel at the edge of the spacious garden was heard crunching under car wheels, men dropped their anecdotes mid-punchline, as heads turned to see who had arrived. Everyone was waiting for the royal car.

			‘Go and help your auntie in the kitchen,’ my mother instructed, but, before I could complain, she was off, laughing by a fountain (a trait I didn’t inherit).

			I sulked across the lawn, towards the adjacent manor house. Older guests with large teeth stopped me to point out the resemblance I bore to my relatives. I said, ‘Yeah, I know,’ and they said, ‘Round the eyes,’ and I said, ‘Yeah, I know,’ again.

			At the house, I opened the door to a factory of stressed waiters and caterers. I let in a wasp and the head defroster frowned and shooed us both away. A waiter close to my age, sweating in a branded waistcoat, passed me. We smiled at each other. He didn’t notice my legs.

			There were these women in my life. They were normal women, but I was encouraged to call them ‘auntie’ so they could demand extra cuddles from a child. They definitely weren’t my real aunts: we didn’t share blood, just wounds. ‘Auntie’ Yvonne was one of these women, and was now leaning over a large white cake at the back of the kitchen. She was head-to-toe in English florals, with one hairstyle at the back and a competing one at the front. Once a successful dancer and now not, she had danced and danced until she got hips and tits, they told her she was too big to dance and had to stop. She had delayed her ‘Welcome to puberty’ handshake until she was seventeen, by starving herself.

			Without looking up she said, ‘Oh, have you lost weight?’ as if her ears were attuned to detecting people’s fat store in their step. ‘You know, there are a lot of very young handsome nice men here tonight,’ she continued, spinning round. I shrugged. She handed me a piping bag, as if she were imparting classified information. She tucked my long hair behind my ears and said, ‘You have such a pretty face, and you’re tall. If you just lost weight, you’d look so striking.’ I squeezed the piping bag until a blob came out.

			Even by then, I knew the politics of being a tall woman. I grew up in a culture that wished all women would be shorter than all men. I knew that if you were tall, you had to be attractive. The worst thing you could be, as a woman, was tall and unattractive. A body that was both tall and unattractive was a nightmarish object that would bring shame on the family, because it would be harder to attract a male. If you were a tall woman, then you had to either get really good at flirting or perfect that thing where you put all your weight on one hip to appear a bit shorter next to an insecure man, otherwise he would think that your body was trying to intimidate him.

			Whenever Yvonne spoke to me, there was a feeling of being observed, but never seen. I was oddly mute around her. Perhaps it didn’t feel safe to reply. Perhaps I didn’t have the words to reply. Either way, I said nothing. I don’t think Yvonne ever required a response: she just wanted to speak and hang up, like a prank caller. I got a lot of my early ideas about feminism from her: namely, act like it never happened.

			The cake she had her face near to was square, with three tiers. Making cakes was how she held on to feeling like a good girl, and she made loads. She had created this one to be wheeled out at the evening’s climax and, if necessary, eaten. It was covered in a generous layer of white royal icing. I’ve always hated royal icing: it’s thick and looks fake, like the people at the party.

			‘Winter is your friend,’ Yvonne had said to me once in the changing rooms in River Island, after another pair of jeans hadn’t fitted me. I looked at the label and saw that she had given me a much smaller size to try on than the size I had asked for. ‘Winter is your friend, because then you can cover up your body,’ she said from the other side of the curtain, ‘but I don’t know what you’ll do in the summer when you have to show it off.’ Even now, as the seasons change, I still panic, and the sun brings with it shame and self-consciousness.

			Back in the kitchen, a waiter with a tray of salmon canapés swung open the door to the garden. The band had started playing music that the guests would have danced to when they were young.

			‘Will you help me to ice on some English flowers?’ Yvonne said, but then answered her own question with, ‘I know: roses!’

			She was a bad actress and I could tell that it was always going to be roses, and she knew that it was going to be roses before the men had even started putting up the marquee. Roses were the easiest flowers to execute in icing and Yvonne could take no risks: an ugly cake was a dereliction of duty.

			She watched as I began piping the first rose on the top white square. From last year’s do, I knew that the secret to good roses was to build them up slowly with layers of icing as thin as Rizla papers.

			‘Do you want the thorns part too, or just the rose part?’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ she snapped back, ‘why would I want the thorns?’

			She nabbed the piping bag and took over. She bashed out three yonic big ones. I left her to it. I was glad our blood was separate.

			The party was in full swing as I walked towards the marquee. I noticed that the special royal guest had finally arrived. I looked at the wrong person, at first, thinking that they were the royal, because all the posh people looked so alike. It was only when I saw my English grandfather dive across the grass to shake the royal’s hand that I realised which of the posh people it was. Despite my English grandfather’s drunkenness, he spoke with a beaming confidence and didn’t apologise for spitting. Royal aides stood nearby, giddy, watching over like proud dog owners. I didn’t get spoken to.

			As night descended, dinner began. I had to sit with officers, officers’ wives and miscellaneous adults, at a round table smothered in bright linen. A waiter pulled out a chair for me as if I were someone old enough to vote. As I shuffled my chair in, he watched the way my tits moved, hefted into their new shape. Depending on the voyeur, sometimes my body was repellent and sometimes it was desired. I took these messages about my body very seriously, even then. If my body could have replied to these messages, it would have asked to be left alone and not judged. It just needed to be treated as some flesh that hung below me and be left in peace, whilst I got on with having fun. I felt sorry for my body: it was either always in or missing out on trouble.

			The officer’s wife to my right said that she enjoyed lifting weights on the weekend. Next to her was an elderly couple. The husband was so old, he looked like he could die from something as gentle as a massage. His wife bit her nails, which intrigued me. What have you got to be anxious about in your eighties? Next to her were Yvonne and her daughter. There was an enormous gap between their two chairs. And finally, another married pair. He was a big pillowy man with facial crumbs, bulked out by his wide, boxy jacket. His wife eyed the crumbs.

			The table liked me: I was polite and quiet. I could adapt to whatever the adults needed me to be. At thirteen, you have to pretend to understand things even when you don’t, or you might get laughed at. You don’t own yourself when you are a child. A young person at the table serves the same purpose as a puppy or an iPhone. It is a distraction for, and bridge between, all the tense adults. Another fact of adulthood that bewildered me was the need to keep conversation shallow. Everyone always claims to hate small talk, but does nothing to stop it whilst it’s going on.

			The weight-lifter was kind, asking me what GCSEs I was going to choose. Her back stretched up towards the marquee roof, as if supported by celestial guy ropes. I had never seen anyone back home in South Wales with such good posture. I tried to picture what her bedroom would have been like as a young girl: the condition of her dolls and where they would’ve slept and whether they would have had their own doll-sized chairs to sit on. Every so often, the pillowy man stared at the weight-lifter’s cleavage as though he was peckish, before turning back to his wife with a look of surprise (as if he had forgotten he had a wife) and annoyance (as if she had failed in her job to remind him).

			The food arrived on large white plates. Everyone took a moment to survey the meal, admiring the careful arrangement of the chicken or fish, depending on which box they had ticked. Yvonne and her daughter sipped their white wine and looked around, ignoring the food. After the main course, they watched as the weight-lifter demonstrated some of her self-defence moves. This is the first time they’ve seen a powerful woman, I thought.

			The pillowy man kept his eyes on the waitress’s bum as she passed. The elderly woman grinned at me, before wistfully adding, ‘Do you know what I miss? Smoking in bed and everyone knowing a poem by heart.’ I nodded in agreement and thought about the young waiter that I smiled at earlier. I noticed that the pillowy man and his crumb-catching wife were quietly arguing across the table, maybe because he kept looking at the waitress’s bum.

			I couldn’t tell if it was serious, or if they were just emotional and drunk.

			The waitress returned with a bottle of red wine. As the pillowy man said, ‘Thank you,’ he reached out his hand and put his palm on the waitress’s hip. He was looking the other way as he did it, so I couldn’t tell if it was deliberate or not. His bored wife noticed his secret gesture and poured some water into his empty wine glass. She turned back to her fish.

			After a few bites, she began to tell a story about once owning a florist’s which had shut down. Before she got to the end, her pillowy husband interrupted: ‘Small businesses like that always fail in Hampshire, that’s the problem. It was doomed.’

			‘You’re making me feel stupid now,’ she said from behind her glass.

			‘It was stupid,’ he slurred.

			Everyone at the table cringed when he said this. I looked carefully for her reaction. She took a sip of drink, sighed, then stared off. Her dolls would have been arranged in order of beauty rather than brains, probably perched high on a wooden shelf out of reach, so they looked nice when other girls came to visit. Her father must have yelled and slammed doors or how else would she have ended up married to a pillowy man like this? He had already started a new anecdote, and was halfway through an impression of Neil Kinnock.

			It was time for the cake. Yvonne was a bit pissed now and beckoned me with her towards the kitchen. She frantically searched for a cake trolley, spinning round the kitchen and giving me a view of both her front and back hairdos in quick succession, using flipbook technology to blur them both into one horrifying style. She placed the three tiers of cake on top of each other, holding them together by stabbing small wooden rods into each layer. We lifted it on to the trolley and stood back. It looked like the Bolshoi Theatre in Russia.

			She was shaking with the excitement and the thrill of a busy day. I smiled at her, and meant it. I thought about the black-and-white photos I had once seen of her dancing as a girl, and how she had traded one regimented life for another. I didn’t feel forgiveness towards her: I felt nothing, and that was progress. And I decided the front hairstyle suited her best.

			I helped her push the cake across the lawn and into the marquee. Everyone clapped it, as if it had just sung a song. Yvonne cut the cake and I stood next to her, smiling with only my mouth, feeling too big and too small all at once. 

			When Yvonne and I returned to the table, everyone complimented her on the edible roses, and she fiddled with the delicate silver cross around her neck. The elderly man, who looked even older, tried to break the top layer of the rock-hard icing with his spoon. I sat down and thought, This isn’t a child’s cake, but it was sugar, so I ate it.

			The pillowy man coughed like a gun going off and began to tell a joke. But people’s attention was divided by Yvonne’s tips on how to test if a cake is cooked, and so he added extra detail as he set the scene, trying to delay the joke proper until he had a full house.

			Yvonne got the hint and shut it down. This was a joke with an important narrative build. I didn’t want to listen to an adult’s joke, but the table fell quiet, so I fell in line. Unsure if they should already be laughing, for fear of looking stupid, a few made little laughs, along the way, especially when he said the bit two-thirds in that went, ‘So then the second bloke decides that he’s going to try to get into heaven too, so he says, “Right, I need to do a good deed. I’m going to lend my wife my credit card.”’

			Then it happened. I realised that I knew this awful joke. I knew the set-up. I knew the narrative build. And, most importantly, I knew the ending. I’d heard it before on a TV programme
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