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About the Author

Originally from Gloucestershire, at the age of 19 Joel Dommett moved to London and soon began a stand-up comedy career that would take him all around the globe. He has appeared on Impractical Jokers UK, Russell Howard’s Good News, Teenage Kicks and The Crystal Maze.  In 2016 he was the runner up on I’m A Celebrity Get Me Out of Here!


About the Book

Confessions of a hopeless modern romantic

As a 17-year-old virgin working . . . for Virgin, Joel Dommett has grand ambitions. Firstly, he is going to swap suburbia for the bright lights of Showbiz. Secondly, he is going to find ‘the one’ in the first forty people he’s going to sleep with.

What follows is a series of disastrous romantic encounters, including carpets mistaken for toilets, futile grand gestures and the catfishing to end all catfishing.

Featuring genuine teenage diary entries and told in Joel’s trademark self-deprecating style, this is the brilliant first book from the UK’s most exciting comedian.


Look, Mum! I wrote a book!
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Prologue

15 April 2004

Hey JD 

I’m scared to have sex with someone else but I want to get better at this. I think I just need to do it more. Maybe forty people? More than forty people is slutty. I definitely want to fall in love before I reach number forty.

Sincerely, Joel

Have you ever had such a bad date that you end up telling them about all the other people you’ve had sex with? I have. 

I’m currently about twenty minutes into a first date. It’s going terribly and it’s my fault. Her name is Hannah and we’re at a tapas restaurant in Shoreditch. It was my choice; it had a good TripAdvisor review but thinking about it there were only three testimonials so it was probably the staff. They’ve really pushed the boat out on the Spanish vibe. Next to the table there are some castanets hanging on the wall and a tanned man in the corner in an unbuttoned red shirt is plucking the tune of Enrique Iglesias’s ‘Hero’ on his guitar. Hannah is so much taller than in her photos and judging by her expression I’m clearly shorter. When we greeted at the table she looked down on me and kissed my cheek like a lady giving a medal to a child. 

I smell of stale boy BO. I’d picked up my favourite T-shirt I wore the day before and assumed it would be fine. It isn’t. That, matched with some stained jeans and dirty festival-trodden trainers, make me look more ready for decorating than a date. By contrast, she is dressed perfectly, like she’s been freshly lifted from a fashion blogger’s Instagram photo. Every accessory and colour has been carefully considered before leaving her house. The only thing that matches on my outfit are the toothpaste stains on my jeans that look like sperm and the dried salty sweat marks under my armpits. 

We met online a few weeks before. She sent me a cat emoji with the heart eyes when she was drunk. It’s not a great story to tell the grandkids but it’s how most people meet these days so it will have to do. If I’m honest, I forgot that I’d organised the date and when I remembered it was too late to cancel.

She’s half Dutch and half Pakistani, which means she’s tall, attractive and blonde, with some intensely dark bushy eyebrows. She’s a glowing example of how wonderful immigration can be. They really should have made her the face of the Remain campaign for Brexit. 

I always think a meal is a good idea for a date until you’re sitting down and forced to look your potential partner directly in the face like you’re at a flirty chess tournament. I really shouldn’t be here. The memory of what happened last night is clinging to my mind like discarded loo paper on a shoe and I am not in the mood for polite conversation with a stranger. The conversation wades slowly through the muddy waters of my sulk. It’s just . . . bad. 

To break the tension the waiter finally arrives, wearing a tight red jacket and even tighter black trousers. He clearly wants to appear like he’s come straight from the bullring but he looks more like a Butlin’s Redcoat who’s spent too long in a tumble dryer. He has the name ‘Rodrigo’ on his badge but I’m sceptical. I reckon he’s called Rodney and got a spray tan and put on an accent to get the job. 

When being served by someone with a badge on I love to throw their name into the conversation because there’s a split-second moment when they think, ‘How does he know who I am?’, then they remember it’s written in capital letters on their chest. 

‘Hello, Rodrigo,’ I say expectantly. He looks at me, confused, then glances down at his badge. 

‘Hola,’ he replies in a thick accent. ‘Would you like still or sparkling water for the table?’ 

This is such a huge question to have flung your way early on a first date. Saying ‘still’ makes you seem boring, saying ‘sparkling’ makes you seem like an only child desperate for attention, and if you undercut both and say ‘tap’ then you’re clearly an absolute skinflint. Everyone wants to say tap but it comes down to whether you have the balls to lay your cards on the table at such an early time. 

‘Tap,’ I say. I have laid both my balls and my cards on the table. Figuratively. This date isn’t going to last so there’s no point in spending money on it. Rodrigo looks at Hannah as if to say, ‘Why are you on a date with this guy?!’ I am starting to ask the same question. He takes the rest of our order while giving all of his attention to Hannah, not once looking at me. It feels like I am the waiter at their date. He gives me one glance as he walks away as if to say, ‘I can’t help it, I’m flirty Rodrigo.’ 

I start panicking about things that I’ve never panicked about before. Like where should I look on her face while talking? Do I look into one of her eyes and swap every now and then or just focus on the gap between them? If I look at her nose does it look like I’m looking into her eyes? I’ve been having conversations almost my entire life; why has this all of a sudden become an issue? I then realise she’s asked me a question but I haven’t answered because I’m counting down the time to move to the next eye. 

‘Where do you live?’ she asks a second time. 

‘Nunhead in south-east London,’ I reply quickly, realising she has been talking to herself for a good while. She clearly hasn’t heard of the place but nods politely. She asks another question and I give her another mundane answer, and we repeat this pattern a few times. I’m unable to muster the energy to ask her any questions back. It feels less like a date and more like a Spanish-themed Mastermind where my specialist subject is myself (why don’t more people do that?). She is really trying to get this bird off the ground and I am making it way too heavy to fly. Finally, she cracks.

‘This isn’t going well. What’s wrong?’ 

I need to either leave or be honest.

‘This is going to sound stupid,’ I say. 

‘Try me,’ she replies politely. Here goes. I tell her that I wrote a diary when I was eighteen in the form of a series of letters to myself, as you do. I found it recently and in it there’s an entry where I wrote that I didn’t want to have sex with more than forty people because I thought it would be slutty. Hannah puts her hand to her mouth to stop herself from laughing but it doesn’t work. 

‘So I gave myself the challenge to find The One before I got to number forty,’ I add. 

‘Why?’ Hannah is still chuckling. It’s a good question that I haven’t really thought of an answer to until now. I think it’s because I’m obsessed with stories. It would have been the perfect romcom ending to the tale. I wanted to tell my grandkids that I wrote in my teenage diary that I didn’t want to have sex with more than forty people and your grandmother was the perfect goal in the ninetieth minute. Number four-zero. I wanted that to be the story, not ‘she sent me a cat emoji with heart eyes’. 

Hannah starts to speak, and I prepare myself for the worst. She is going to politely make her excuses and leave. I know it and I deserve it. 

She leans forward.

‘Tell me who your first was.’


#1 The Virgin at Virgin

I met Rose on an eventful day in 2001. I was a sixteen-year-old skinny goth mess of ripe zits and black nail varnish all packaged in an underwashed, oversized Nirvana T-shirt. I was working in the Virgin Megastore at the Mall Cribbs Causeway, a massive shopping centre that they decided to build on the edge of Bristol instead of the centre. If you don’t know Virgin Megastores because you were born after the financial downturn, they sold CDs, vinyl and huge posters of marijuana leaves.

I started work there as soon as I was legally allowed, three days after my sixteenth birthday. It would have been fun but the line manager and I really didn’t get on. He was skinny, tall and bald, and looked like a pencil. He was what Lex Luthor would have become without the inheritance. Retail line managers are always dickheads. They get paid 50p more an hour and only do the job because they love bossing around sixteen-year-olds. 

I was so bored and pissed off with Lex that after only two weeks working there I set myself a challenge. By the time I was seventeen I wanted to: 

1. No longer work at Virgin. 

2. No longer be a virgin.

I will be talking a lot about both virgins throughout this chapter, so try not to get the two confused.1

Oh, my name is Joel Dommett, by the way. I’m not sure I need to say it because it’s written on the front of this book, but I thought I would let you know just in case. Let’s quickly go through the basics of me so you’ve got an image in your mind while reading these stories. I’m a stand-up comedian. I’ve been doing it for almost the lifespan of a goat (ten years) and I hope to continue doing it for plenty more goats. I’m also now a published author and I’ve been doing that for the lifespan of a strong fart, but I’ve been telling stories aloud for a while, so the fact that I have written some down isn’t so different. I look just like the guy on the front of the book, unless you are reading this in 2027 in which case I now look like a wrinklier version of that guy, despite the industrial amount of daily moisturiser he applies.

Anyway, back to Virgin (the shop and me). Working in retail is tedious. You get to know the CD that plays on a loop so well that you can start singing the next song before it starts. The frustrating thing was, we worked in a CD shop. We were surrounded by tens of thousands of potential boredom-breaking albums. But we were only allowed the Same. Fucking. CD. Sometimes I think they were encouraging us to have a breakdown. 

There was only one employee who seemed to have a sweet job at Virgin Megastores. The designated security guard. His name was Matt. He used to just stand at the front of the store with the walkie-talkie. I used to call him Matt Mat because his name was Matt and he used to stand on one by the door. Matt Mat. He was the coolest guy ever, like Shrek if Shrek had tattoos and piercings. He was HUGE2 but he was a gentle giant. On second thoughts, I’m not sure whether he actually was huge. Maybe I was just small. When I was eight I went to the National History Museum, and all I can remember is the skeleton of ‘Dippy’ the Diplodocus in the foyer. It was MASSIVE and so were the security guards around him. I went back last year as a fully formed 31-year-old and it was so much smaller then I remembered because I had simply grown. Don’t get me wrong; it’s still big, it’s just not BIG. Although the security guards had actually got bigger too, but I think that’s probably due to the massive rise in obesity levels and terror threats over the last twenty-five years. 

I loved Matt Mat so much. Watching him stand there guarding the keep was the highlight of my shift. Maybe if I could become a cool security guard like Matt Mat I would enjoy working at Virgin Megashit? It became my main objective. I wanted to stand proudly on the door as Joel Mat, the protector of all CDs. Most of all, I wanted a fucking walkie-talkie. 

I asked Pencil Lex if I could go on security but he just laughed maniacally. He was so wiry that when he laughed he looked like one of those floppy inflatable people that flail around outside car dealerships. I sulked between the Soundtracks and World Music racks pretending to sort the Fast and the Furious and Enya CDs. An hour passed which included five lengthy toilet breaks where I just stood in the cubicle for a bit then headed back down. I waited till Pencil Lex was on a break and asked Matt if I could help him on security. He looked at me with his kind eyes and shook his head apologetically. 

‘OK, well, if you ever need anyone to cover for you, I’m your man,’ I said, pointing at my chest with my thumb like I was advertising my services as a cheap lawyer in an advert. 

Life at Virgin repeated itself over and over, just like the shit compilation CD that blasted out of the speaker, until the day finally arrived. 

‘I’m just going on my lunch break. You can take the radio if you want,’ Matt Mat announced in his booming, bridge-troll voice. (I assume they teach you not to call it a walkie-talkie on day one of security school.)

I wanted to scream ‘I’VE GOT THE WALKIE-TALKIE’ but I kept it within and just muttered ‘Ten Four’ because that’s what real security people say. Probably. I took my place at the door with the radio on my hip like a gun in a holster. I was like a cowboy in a saloon with absolutely no cowboy experience whatsoever – but finally, I’d made it. I was Joel Mat. 

I felt on top of the world pretending to be someone who stops crime. That was until an actual crime happened about thirty minutes after Matt left me at his post. A teenager in full tracksuit3 and baseball cap was standing at the chart section throwing Daniel Bedingfield CDs into his bag. I locked eyes on him. At first, I thought he was just a customer who really loved a bit of Bedders, then I realised he had no intention of waiting in line for ten minutes due to lack of staff because they were all taking fake toilet breaks. He turned and saw me seeing him. There was a moment of silence, pure calm before the storm, then like a slow-motion video before it returns to normal speed he let loose, bolting like a skanky horse in a grubby Kappa hat. I had no preparation or training for this. I was like a supply teacher on his first day. I could have just let him go; nobody would have noticed and the only person who would lose out would be Daniel Bedingfield. I wanted to let him run off into the metaphorical sunset of the indoor mall but I couldn’t let Matt down. I’m going to make you proud, I thought. As Daniel Bedingfield would say, ‘I gotta get through this.’ 

I gave chase. I was a keen after-school cross-country runner who would have been picked for the school team if three people fell ill. I caught up with him by Miss Selfridge and kept up the blistering pace. I pursued him right the way through the shopping periphery to John Lewis. He was fast but I was faster. His hat fell off and I grabbed it mid-run for DNA. I put it on my head. Backwards obviously. We ran past Topman, Route One, Fat Face then O’Neill. I saw security guards in the other shops watching us sail past, jealous that someone hadn’t lifted something from their establishment so they could be the hero. I pulled out the walkie-talkie while running, making it a runnie-talkie. I pressed a button on the side to tell the first responders a pursuit was occurring. I had no idea who the radio actually communicated with. I assumed it was probably the government or the Avengers or something. It let out a huge shriek of feedback like a terrible open mic first-timer. It was clearly the wrong button. I’d been thinking so much about holding the radio I hadn’t given a moment’s thought about learning how to use it. I put it back in its holster. I’d just have to deal with this injustice alone. 

We reached the outer door of the mall by Marks & Spencer. It was a large automatic rotating door. He stopped with his back against it. He knew he was caught. The Kappa horse had become a Kappa rabbit in the headlights. You could see he expected me to run into him and tackle him to the floor but I instinctively stopped three feet from him and we both simultaneously realised I was a scared sixteen-year-old with a spotty face like a bubbling bolognese who’d never fought a day in his life, whereas he was a post-spots teenager and he had clearly fought every day of his life. I was way out of my depth. I wanted Matt to run in and save me like Robin Hood Prince of Thieves hanging from a light fixture but I knew he wouldn’t – Shrek loved his lunch. 

We paused. We were back in the imaginary saloon again. He slowly started to walk towards me. I backed up. He kept walking. I backed up some more. He widened his eyes and I panicked. I bolted like a horse in a backward Kappa hat. He started chasing me but I really cannot be sure for how long because I never looked back. I ran past O’Neill, Fat Face, Route One, Topman, John Lewis, Miss Selfridge then back into the safe bosom of my Virgin mother. Matt was waiting at the door. 

‘He got away,’ I said. I think Matt knew full well that by ‘he’, I meant ‘me’. 

I was demoted to stock room duty and was never given the runnie-talkie again. 

After work that day I had some time to spare before my mum picked me up. I walked past the shops I’d raced past earlier, hiding beneath the new hat that I’d stolen from a stealer. I wandered into Fat Face, my favourite place for perusing things I couldn’t afford to purchase. A mousey blonde girl was working behind the till. She may have worked at Fat Face but her face was of a beautiful normal size. She had jeans on that entirely covered her shoes and a lanyard hanging around her neck.4 I glanced at the hanging ID. It said ‘Rose’. She had brown eyes and a white vest top on which meant you could sneakily see an inch and a half of tanned belly. Those were the days, when the tiniest bit of skin showing was the most exciting thing ever. Nowadays Nikki Minaj is basically naked, thwacking you in the face with her big bits in every video, and as a result everyone generally tends to show more skin. I loved the time when people would get excited about sneaking a quick glance at a bare clavicle. 

I’d had a few very innocent teenage holding-hands-type things before, and something a little more ‘serious’ with a lovely girl called Jenny, but I knew right then that Rose was the (first) one (that I would call the one). She looked perfect. She was studious but cool, like a skate magazine, and decked out head to toe in mandatory shopfloor staff-discount Fat Face. I stared at her from behind the espadrilles for fifteen minutes before she approached me to ask if I needed help. That inch of flesh was captivating when she walked; I was in a trance. Some might say hip-notised.5 I was petrified. I held on to the espadrilles like I was clutching a lamppost in a storm. 

‘Did you run past the shop today chasing someone?’ she said. I prised open my arid mouth and muttered, ‘Yep.’ 

I expected a ‘Did you also run back past the shop being chased by someone?’ but it never came. 

‘Did you catch him?’ My mouth became even drier. ‘Yeah,’ I said, while leaning on the rope-soled shoe display and praying that it would support my weight. 

‘Cool,’ she said, then she and her hips and inch of skin walked away. I was unbelievably excited. What a day. I’d held the walkie-talkie and had a talkie with a lady. 

‘This is clearly the start of something incredible,’ I thought. I had to ask her out. And you know what? I did! I walked straight up to her, got scared, walked right past her, out the door, then returned and watched her three days a week from behind the espadrilles for around four months until eventually I uttered a teenage hello, and about a month after that, I asked her out. 

I can’t remember where we went on our first date but we used to mainly hang out on lunch breaks so it was probably Spudulike. My young heart melted like the cheese on my beans while I looked at her across the table. 

My seventeenth birthday arrived. Still worked at Virgin, still a virgin. 

I perked myself up by bouncing on my new present from my devoted mother – a massive garden trampoline. You cannot be sad on a trampoline; it’s scientifically impossible. The bounce is medicinal and automatically turns your frown upside down. I’m aware that seventeen is a little late in life to be receiving playground equipment as a present but I was a tardy bloomer with most things: boning, birds, beards and bouncing.6 So the weekend after my birthday, I had a trampoline party at my house (let’s all still remember how old I was) and introduced Rose to my few friends and my mum for the first time. 

My mother really is incredible. Sometimes I think she loves me too much, like Lennie loves the rabbits in Of Mice and Men (I’m trying to impress you with a literary reference but we all know I was forced to study it for GCSE). Although instead of killing the rabbits by holding them too tight, Mum would kill me by feeding me too much delicious home-made lasagne. It really is delicious. So many layers, so dense; I honestly don’t know how she does it. 

Mum is an excellent liar. She would lie to me as a child whenever it suited her purposes. I remember being twenty-three and suddenly realising that 50 per cent of people who get their ears pierced don’t die from infection. By the time I figured it out I didn’t want an ear piercing. Well played, Mother, well played. 

[image: Image Missing]

Most comedians have an ingrained sadness that derives from some sort of childhood trauma. This festers inside them then reveals itself when they grow up and makes them want to bare their souls night after night after night, sadistically enjoying the solitary comedy deaths. I don’t have any childhood sadness. If anything, I could say I was over-loved and that stand-up comedy was the only way of replacing the level of attention I gained from my mother’s constant mollycoddling when I left the family home. 

I wish my mum had forgotten to pick me up from school just once or failed to put my favourite chocolate bar (Rocky) in my lunch box, but alas, it all went frustratingly perfectly. The result is an entirely non-edgy adult. I’m a totally smooth human sphere. If you bought this book expecting a chapter where I suddenly go off the rails and start doing heroin direct from prostitutes’ buttholes, you’ll be sorely disappointed, but I’m not going to stop you if you want to head out and do it yourself. 

My parents divorced when I was five but I was too young to be angsty, angry or sad because I was cleverly distracted by multiplied Christmas presents. Mum has that ‘single mother’ fire in her eyes. She’s unbelievably caring, but if you hurt me or my brother she will fuck you up. She would, of course, find a delightful Penny Dommett way of doing it. Like poison a quiche7 or something. 

Once I got a tweet from someone saying: 

@joeldommett your so unfunny I actually want to stab you #cunt

Some people get so angry. They sit at home and shout with their angry typing fingers when their shit football team loses or their mum doesn’t put a Rocky in their lunchbox. I enjoyed the additional hashtag as if he was trying to get it trending. I love an insult with a modern twist. 

In my view, the worst possible action you can take in these online scenarios is to retort. If you reply it gives the uncouth cyberbully the attention they crave. Although I discovered first hand that there’s one thing worse than replying. When your mother replies on your behalf. 

@Pennydommett: I think you’ll find it’s ‘you’re’ not ‘your’ #cunt

A small taste of some internet quiche poison. 

The other important person Rose was to meet that day was Lily.

Lily had been my best mate since we were eleven years old. She was short and feisty with brown, bobbed, partially matted hair – like Dora the Explorer dragged through a bush. She was a real-life tomboy who was immediately better at all the clichéd boy things than me, including tree climbing, skateboarding, fighting, spitting and wearing your bag right.8

Lily was even superior to me at the ultimate manliness litmus test – football. She would throw herself around the pitch, weaving around the boys, stripping them of their masculinity as she evaded capture. I loved playing football in school but only because the football boots sounded like tap shoes on the concrete. I really enjoyed that specific part of the game that was post-changing room and pre-pitch. Most kids these days want to be Lionel Messi. I wanted to be Lionel Blair. 

The classic, old-as-time story arc would see me and Lily end up together years later after a messy breakup and drunken heart to heart, but we have always been very clear on how much we disgust each other sexually. We became bestest amigos before I could even conceive that a lady was a desirable thing. We would run, climb, roll and jump together and I would feel completely numb to the fact she was a person of the opposite sex. She was just another human like me with slightly longer hair who went in a different football changing room before tap dancing. 

We never flirted, fondled or French-kissed. However, ‘almost kissing’ was one of our favourite in-jokes. When one of us would happen to drop a rare compliment into a conversation the other would immediately undermine it by leaning in for a kiss, gazing longingly into the other’s eyes, then when the distance between us was merely an inch, close enough to feel their breath on your lip, quickly retract and announce, ‘Sorry, I completely misread the situation,’ then laugh uncontrollably for way too long. This was nonstop fun for about three years of school. When the joke became less effective, we tried it on other people. It was odd to move in to intimately kiss classmates then pull away, at a time when everyone in our year was starting to kiss properly. There was clearly more fun to be had with committing and kissing someone but Lily and I wouldn’t realise that until a few years after everyone else because we were too busy finding not kissing people hilarious. 

I first met Lily when she bravely intercepted a fight between me and the designated school bully, Chris. By ‘fight’ I mean he was throwing punches at me while I stretched his jumper. That was my classic fight move: head down, eyes closed, hold on to their jumper and hope for the best. I didn’t call them ‘fights’; I preferred the term ‘fisticuffs’, which was much of the reason why I was a target in the first place. 

Chris was one of those kids at our school who was on an entirely different level of naughty. He was never in any classes; he just seemed to wander into the playground at lunch, punch me then leave. That seemed to be the only thing on his curriculum.9 He had the classic nineties bully costume – an undercut and a huge disregard for the formalities of the school uniform. The worst part was never the punching. Rarely would anyone in our school fights get physically hurt. The painful part was that everyone would gather to watch. There’s nothing more exciting to lift the repetitive tedium of lunch and lessons than good ol’ fisticuffs, complete with a large circle of jeering teenagers quickly developing around the altercation, baying for blood. If you see an excitable circle of people, it’s generally either a fist battle or a dance battle. I was built to lose both. 

It’s sad when I think back. Chris’s surname changed on four occasions in the time we were at secondary school so there was clearly some instability at home that led to him being frustrated and angry. I assume the dads kept walking out because they got fed up of buying new jumpers. 

I’m making our school sound way worse than it was. It wasn’t dangerous like ones in the films that have metal detectors and pupils calling the teachers ‘teach’. It had an outstanding Ofsted rating, probably because we were pre-warned by a teacher that ‘Ofsted are coming this week so you better fucking behave’. Occasionally it got a little edgy when a teacher would spin his chair around, sit on it back to front like the Britney Spears ‘Stronger’ video and talk about gateway drugs. I clearly didn’t listen because it wasn’t until I was twenty-one that I realised that a gateway drug wasn’t a drug that you purchase in a gateway. 

One day, after a good stint of Chris’s abuse, I gazed into the mirror after washing my face like in a music video on Kerrang! TV, and said, ‘Enough is enough! I’m going to stand up to this injustice!’ This is another example of my fancy vocabulary that made me an obvious victim for fisticuffs. 

I was not going to endure this any longer. I was determined to make it stop – but how? 

Most kids would learn to fight or get an older brother to step in. Not me. I bought some nunchucks from a guy in school called Tim. He was a quiet boy and kept himself to himself but strangely at fourteen years old he had the body of a Greek god. I was inspired. For those of you less versed in films from the Orient, nunchucks are a simple device comprised of two wooden batons connected with a chain. They are a weapon. A deadly weapon in the right hands. 

Unfortunately my tiny soft hands were not those hands. I spent countless hours alone in my garden devising and learning fancy new moves, spinning them deftly around and throwing them into the air. I became obsessed with Bruce Lee and would study his nunchuck movie scenes obsessively. The more time I devoted in the garden, the better I got at it. Mum used to call me ‘My Little Ninja’, which I felt somewhat undermined my aggressive intentions. I should point out these skills were completely untransferable in a fight scenario. It was more of a flamboyant display. It would be like a gymnast entering a street fight with their ribbony stick thing. I would make up elaborate stories while pretending to frighten people with my skills. I had a wonderful imagination and loved creating tall tales in my head. 

It was perfect for me. It was a way to dance without anyone knowing you’re dancing. It was the opposite of capoeira. Capoeira was a martial art developed in Brazil by slaves in the sixteenth century. They ingeniously made it look like dancing so they could practise without their captors knowing. They were pretending to dance but were secretly fighting. I was pretending to fight but secretly I was dancing. 

One day I was out in the garden practising and the last thing I remember was passing the nunchuck under my arm and feeling a strong pain in the back of my head as the wooden baton struck my skull. I slowly woke up in the soft grass. As my dulled vision sharpened I saw my mum leaning over me. My head was thumping like a Slipknot kick drum and the pain was increasingly intense. 

‘Mum,’ I whispered. 

Mum smiled at me fondly. ‘I think My Little Ninja assassinated himself.’

After a few weeks of intense dance practice I decided I was ready. I acquired my mother’s new ‘off-limits’ JVC camcorder from the technology-themed cupboard in the lounge and on a rare, searingly hot summer’s day, I took it out to the garden and made a makeshift tripod by nestling the camera between two boulders in the rockery. Then I pressed record and made a video of myself, alone in front of Mum’s beautifully pruned bed of hydrangeas, going through a blistering display of my skills. Satisfied with my performance, I transferred the recording to a VHS tape, walked three miles to Chris’s house and posted it through his letterbox. If that wasn’t incredible enough, here’s what I actually wrote on the front of the tape: 

TO CHRIS – THIS IS WHAT I’M CAPABLE OF

It was written in thick, black, angry marker pen, traced over three or four times to gain the desired effect. I’m fairly certain I didn’t put the apostrophe between the I and M of ‘I’m’ but I am trying to right my past wrongs here. 

I ran home from Chris’s house with a huge beaming smile from ear to ear, never slowing down, never frowning. This video was going to be the end of the fear, the closed eyes and the jumper clutching. I slept like a baby. Probably in my uniform.10

Lunchtime arrived. Chris marched into the playground right on cue. You could set your watch by his bullying. Then he cowered in my presence, knelt down and pleaded that I accept his humble apology. 

Obviously that didn’t happen. He punched me, I grabbed his jumper and he shouted at the top of his lungs, ‘How the fuck do you know where I live?!’ I could feel the usual crowd gathering around us as we tussled. 

Then the battering suddenly stopped. It couldn’t be down to the presence of a teacher because the human circle hadn’t dispersed into every corner of the playground. I looked up tentatively, petrified that it was a ruse to land another punch, just in time to see Dora the Explorer solidly push Chris with the power of a Street Fighter Hadouken, both tiny hands on his chest. So much might came from such a small source, like pepper, or the British Empire. Chris’s legs lifted high in the air and he flew backwards across the people circle. He travelled so far. It was just like a Bruce Lee one-inch punch. 

Chris came crashing back to earth physically and metaphorically with a solid hard thump. It was going to bruise heavily. He clearly wanted to burst into tears but there were so many people watching. Small titters of laughter sprang from the gathered circle, growing steadily to a full chorus of guffaws. Chris’s bully status was slipping through his tightly clenched fingers. He didn’t just get beaten; he got beaten by a girl who was half the size of him, in front of the whole school. It was perfect. I stood in awe, unable to process the last four seconds. I glanced at Lily like she was a firefighter who had just grabbed me from a burning building. She lifted the corner of her mouth in a half-smile, then winked, turned and walked through the circle, parting it like Peter parting the Red Sea (I haven’t read the Bible). Chris got up and limped away and Lily and I stayed friends for the rest of our lives. 

I would later find out that Chris didn’t have a VHS player so never had the means to watch my video in the first place. He had four different dads and no VHS player. His troubled and aggressive nature suddenly made sense. 

Anyway, let’s bounce back to the trampoline party. Rose, the girl I wanted to be my girlfriend yet still hadn’t kissed, was meeting Lily and Penny. The best friend and the mum. Big day. Lily brought the crash mats. Throughout my seventeenth year, the crash mats were a huge part of mine and my friends’ daily lives. Once after a fairly standard school day we happened across the Holy Grail for teenagers with a penchant for danger: discarded crash mats. There were three of them: overused, underloved, me-ish in length and Lily-ish in width, all lying in the skip at the back of school ready for collection. They’d been cast aside because they were clearly not legal for children to use any more and had been replaced by mats that fitted the stringent school safety standards, but luckily we salvaged them on their deathbed. We discovered if you put all three together they provided enough sponginess to allow us to leap from huge heights off the stupidest of things, thus providing the best summer ever. We would tie them to the roof of Lily’s car and drive from location to location, leaping and flipping off anything we could find: houses, trees, the school building (on weekends) and, after my birthday, my trampoline. On that fateful day we devised a game called Knifey Knifey Crash Mat. 

To play this game you will need:

1 x crash mat

1 x trampoline 

1 x knife

1 x friend whom you trust 

How to play: Place the crash mats on the floor next to a trampoline. Jump as high as you can off the trampoline onto the crash mats in a belly-flop motion. Meanwhile, a friend holds a huge steak knife upright on the crash mat. At the last second the friend pulls away the knife and you land safely. As your belly flop flails through the air on a direct course for the knife you momentarily think you are speeding towards death, then – you don’t. That’s the game. I expect it’s the same feeling you get from bungee jumping at a local fairground or having unprotected sex with a person from Geordie Shore. It’s hugely fun because it’s hugely irresponsible. Please DO NOT attempt this game in your local leisure centre or gym trampette class. Or in fact anywhere. 

It was the birthday boy’s turn to jump on the trampoline and play some KKCM. Lily held the erect knife firmly on the tired, deflated crash mat. The other partygoers crowded excitedly around the mat and started making a low grumbling ‘oooohhhhhh’ sound which slowly rose in pitch and volume. It’s a popular phenomenon often seen in sport, for instance when a goalkeeper is about to do a goal kick. This universally recognised noise is a wonderful technique to get anyone to do basically anything. If you’re feeling unsure or hesitant about doing something, maybe a bungee jump or having sex with someone from Geordie Shore, simply start a low and quiet ‘oooohhhhhh’ and build it to a high-pitched yell. I would also recommend it for marriage proposals. Pitch the question, then get straight in with the noise and the pressure to say yes will be insurmountable. 

I climbed atop the trampoline and started bouncing, gradually gaining height. The group started their low persuasive chant, which slowly rose to a full, frenzied shriek. I counted down my bounces before lift-off, waiting to reach optimum height. My heart felt like it was on its own horizontal trampoline, bouncing at a hundred times the speed. One. Two. Three. One more. GO. 

I put my weight forward and flew over the trampoline edge towards the mats. The knife stood erect directly below me as my body started to fall towards its tip. Take it away, Lily, please take it away. I closed my eyes and landed face first on the mats. I felt a sudden pain in my stomach. I was panting, breathless, with no air in my lungs. I panicked, turned over and glanced down, convinced I’d been stabbed. 

Nothing. 

Everyone cheered and Lily held the knife aloft. 

Luckily I was just winded11 from the lofty belly flop onto non-regulation crash mats. The relief was unbelievable. What a rush. Still, don’t try this at home. 

I felt like a cop in a movie who gets shot then reveals a hidden bulletproof vest. I’d never felt so alive! Although let’s remember I was yet to have sexual intercourse, so I only really had the elation of opening my Christmas presents and landing a skateboard trick to compare it to. Everyone let out a huge cheer. I looked up at Lily. She lifted the corner of her mouth, smiled and winked in the same way she did that first day we met. I stood up off the mat and Rose leaped in for a hug. I suddenly felt a tiny bit closer to that all-important sexual intercourse. I think I felt a tad cool. Although I think using the word ‘tad’ before cool entirely negates the cool. 

However, the excitement was short-lived as a shriek was ringing out from the kitchen. Mum appeared, bounding out of the house to tell us off. I immediately felt further away from sexual intercourse again. She’d spied us from the kitchen window and was now shouting at us like we were seven. Through gritted teeth I uttered the classic ‘Mum, stop embarrassing me in front of my friends’ line, but it was too late, the damage was done. To this day I’ve never heard my mum shout like that again. Now of course I fully understand her anger. 

My friends and I were not really into drinking so a quick game of KKCM was how we got our excitement. You could argue that it is dangerous but around 9,000 people a year die in the UK from alcohol-related deaths. You know how many people died of Knifey Knifey Crash Mat? None. Admittedly 697 died last year from stabbings but crash mat-related stabbings are zero. Probably. I have no proof to back that up. 

I thought the stern telling off was surely the end of my chances with Rose but strangely she really didn’t seem fazed by it. Maybe being told off by my mother in public made me seem like more of a bad boy. I don’t know why rappers don’t mention it more to enhance their hard gangster image: ‘I did the crime, I’ve been inside, and I get told off by my mum all the time!’ 

Banned from KKCM, we spent the rest of my party lying on the crash mats, sharing stories and laughing heartily until darkness fell. Eventually, Mum called from the kitchen that she was going to bed, adding, ‘Don’t touch the knives!’ 

Slowly my friends started to leave in their low-category-insurance cars until only Lily and Rose were left. I remember feeling like Lily was perhaps staying a little too long. I never thought about what that meant until I was older. Eventually she said, ‘I’ll leave you two alone.’ We fist-bumped and she left. 

The two remaining partygoers sat on the steadily dampening mats in the evening dew. I remember thinking there was so much space now that everyone had gone. Now Rose and I were alone, this was technically our first non Spudulike date. The sag of the ancient crash mats may have worked against school safety standards but it worked in my favour that night because the dip in the cushion pushed us young lovebirds together. It was as if the mats were encouraging us to kiss for the first time. We chatted for what seemed like hours. We didn’t want to chat, we wanted to kiss, but neither of us were willing to step up to the face and make the first move. Instead, over the few hours that we conversed, we gradually leaned in at terrifically slow, glacial pace. We carried on talking until our faces were stupidly close like two boxers at a weigh-in, pretending to still be caring about our conversation about the merits of the new Green Day album while half an inch away from each other. Our first kiss didn’t start with either of us making the first move; it started by both of us talking on each other’s lips. We were discussing our top ten Limp Bizkit songs with our faces touching and it seamlessly transitioned into a kiss. It started with a closed-mouth, pursed-lips affair, which very quickly escalated to a disturbingly sloppy teenage snog. At that age you don’t yet understand the subtlety of delicate kissing so just go at each other 150 per cent, the way you attack a dripping Mr Whippy. 

I felt unbelievably alive for the second time that day and both scenarios involved a hard erect object that’s illegal to get out in a school.12

This wasn’t my first visit to Snogsville. I don’t mean to brag but I’d touched lips with some girls pre-Rose. My first ever non-pillow/hand kiss was with a girl in school everyone called ‘Big Chin’. She was named Big Chin for two reasons: 

1. Kids are brutal.

2. She had a fucking massive chin. 

Honestly, you could hang baubles off it like a Christmas tree branch. It was insane. It was odd because she had an attractive face, but there was just this unfortunate hook at the bottom of it, similar to one you might find on the back of a toilet door. She was oddly beautiful. Like a Picasso or James McAvoy. ‘BC’, with her ski-jump face, wasn’t a girl of
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