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			Jimmy Carr is an award-winning comedian, television host and writer, goddamnit.

			One of the biggest-selling comedy acts in the world, Jimmy consistently does stand-up to sell-out crowds, performing his shows at venues in over forty countries. That’s a lot of countries. In fact, the only thing that’s been on a more extensive world tour in the last five years is coronavirus. 

			Before making the move to streaming, Jimmy was one of the bestselling acts in the comedy DVD market, selling over 2 million copies. And to this day his DVDs continue to form the centrepiece of many Oxfam Shop window displays. 

			Jimmy is a household name in UK television, well-known for hosting Channel 4’s 8 Out Of 10 Cats, Cats Does Countdown and Big Fat Quiz of the Year. He is a regular on all the top panel shows. Jimmy’s hair has appeared in both The LEGO Movie (2014) and The LEGO Movie 2 (2019). 

			He was also the first UK comedian to sign a stand-up deal with streaming behemoth Netflix in 2015. 

			Before & Laughter is his first attempt at an autobiography. He might even write another one. Depending on next year’s tax bill.
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			A CARR IS BORN

			INTRODUCTION TO THE CARR MANUAL

			When I read an autobiography, my takeaway is always, ‘Wow, this guy talks about himself a lot.’ So I thought we might mix things up a bit. You might be a little interested in me but I’m damn sure you’re a lot more interested in yourself. This book, then, is about both of us.

			I wanted to write something that changes Western culture fundamentally and increases the sum of human happiness now and for future generations. But that was a lot of work, so I did this instead: I wrote about what I know. I know about me and I know about comedy and I know how to help myself. Everything I needed to be happy I learned from dick jokes.

			You can’t be a Marvel superhero, you can’t be a Jedi knight, but you can be funny. As funny as anyone. I’m making a case for laughing your way through life – for seeing the funny side wherever possible. If you could see the world through my eyes, well, let’s just say I laugh my funny laugh a lot.

			Of course, my map of the world is not accurate, my world view isn’t the truth. But then again, neither is yours, neither is anyone’s. As Tim Ferriss said, ‘Reality is largely negotiable.’ And how you see the world is how the world is . . . at least for you.

			My point is, life can be hard, harsh and depressing but if you’ve got a light, funny disposition, you’re better able to deal with every setback life will inevitably throw at you. I’d like to take the filthy pond water of life and filter it through the charcoal of humour so we can all drink it.

			What the fuck does Jimmy Carr know about life? We’ll see.

			HELP YOURSELF

			The reason I’m writing this book (other than the generous advance) is that I have a son now (congratulations me), and if I die, what will I leave him? Hours and hours of dick jokes. 

			‘My father? I don’t remember much, but he sure had a lot of dick jokes.’ 

			‘Boy, sit down. This is a funeral.’

			Well, there’s more to me than just dick jokes . . . slightly more.

			I became a father in my late forties. When my son is twenty-five, I’ll be seventy-five. Now, that’s around the time he’ll need guidance. He’ll be on the first big adventure of his life; he’ll be trying to find his purpose. I take a lot of omega-3 fish oils and I try to eat right and exercise, but let’s face it, I may have forgotten all my wisdom by then and where I left my keys.

			I think the reason so much wisdom is vague may be less to do with ‘the unknowable nature of being’ and more because the old people dispensing wisdom might have totally forgotten what it’s like to live. 

			At least I’ll still look the part. Thanks to the wonders of my plastic surgeon, I’m hoping my son won’t realise I’m older than the other dads. He’ll come and talk to me about his problems because, unlike the other dads, I’ll never seem shocked or surprised, disappointed or sad, primarily because Botox has robbed me of the ability to move my forehead. 

			Just like everyone else you know, I’m going to die, although in my case large parts of me will not biodegrade. But at least my son will have this book. This book and my teeth. I imagine my teeth will outlive us all.

			Spoiler alert: all self-help books say the same thing – prioritise later over now.

			That’s it; there’s a whole section of the bookshop based around that simple idea. You could actually edit those four words down to just two: ‘prioritise later’. So, case in point, I’m writing this now, which is frankly a pain in the arse, because I want to enjoy having written it later.

			ME FIRST

			Covid-19 really helped. Not just the ‘government-mandated paternity leave’ (I never would’ve taken a year off to be a full-time dad if the world hadn’t shut down), but also, it’s good to stop and take stock once in a while. Covid was a sort of half-time whistle on life. An enforced break that made us all do a little audit: what am I like? What do I like? What’s useful? What’s next?

			I can never travel back in time and talk to myself aged twenty-five. But there is such a thing as time travel – it’s just that time only moves in one direction and at one speed. I will get to meet my future self – I mean, I’ll have to wait, but I’ll meet me in twenty years’ time (albeit in twenty years’ time). And I can bring gifts to myself in the future. I can give myself money, if I save, good health, if I take care of myself: you get the idea. Whatever I do ‘now’, I know I’m going to get back ‘then’. 

			I think if we’re being honest, we all have the same time preference: we all value today over tomorrow. That’s why it’s easier to sit on the couch and do nothing than it is to work or exercise. We all prefer comfort and pleasure right now, but we also understand whatever we do today, we have to live with tomorrow. And so the stronger your preference for the future, the better. 

			That’s stating the obvious, but how much time do you actually spend thinking about it? Do you want comfort right now, or do you want happiness in life? Well, ideally, both – but it’s a constant trade-off, it’s a balancing act.

			YOU TOO

			Last, and let’s face it, least, this book is for all of you, dear readers (yes, I’m putting myself and my son ahead of you – more about priorities later).

			You may think I’m very talented, funny and charming, not to mention the good looks and humbling modesty. And to you I’d say, ‘Thank you. This book is for you.’ Of course, you may think I’m an unfunny, one-note, talentless prick. In which case, when you think about it, my achievements must seem all the more remarkable and interesting. Look how far I got on one tank of gas? If you’re one of those people, this book is definitely for you. 

			I don’t think any of you are special, I don’t think any of you are destined for greatness and I don’t think it’s going to just ‘happen’ for anyone. Please don’t take that the wrong way. I don’t think I’m special either and I don’t think I was ever destined for fame and fortune. I don’t think anything ‘happened’ to me. 

			Obviously, if you do think you’re a unique human being, destined for greatness and it’s all just going to ‘happen’ for you – well, good luck with that. You can stop reading this now and might I suggest something from the fantasy section? 

			The premise of the book is: if I did it, you can do it. Maybe not what I did exactly, but my story is: I had a boring life and now I have an interesting life. That’s the abridged version; the publisher insisted I expand on that.

			Lots of people want to make that transition – well, here’s the ‘how to’. ‘The road’ I took, ‘the road’ I’m still travelling on as a comic – it contains all the wisdom I ever needed. All the wisdom, and any advice I have to give, I learned it all from comedy.

			My story is the story of a stand-up comedian. But just to be super clear in case you’re reading this and you’re ‘hard of thinking’, ‘stand-up’ is a metaphor for life. You know, a metaphor, like ‘All the world’s a stage’. You don’t have to tell me, Mr Shakespeare, I’m on that stage and I’m working as a professional killer.

			I hope you enjoy the read. And if you’re not totally satisfied, if you don’t feel that you’ve had a better life because of this book, check in again when you’re 102 and I’ll give you your money back. Now, some of you will die before you hit 102 and that’s on you. Just know that I would have made good.

		

	
		
			 

			SUPERPOWERS 
OF THE AVERAGE COMIC

			‘If I could have any superpower I’d go for Cold War era Russia.’

			I’m going to argue there are five superpowers that all comedians have, things that we do better than regular folk. Does that mean we’re better than regular people? Yes. Yes, it does.

			Comedians are stand-out human beings. We have so many superpowers we should wear capes.

			If you’ve ever watched a comedian and felt envious of any of their skills – great. All of it’s learnable, which means you can do it too. I hope I’m not puncturing too many illusions when I say, none of it is magic; it’s all in the preparation.

			Comedians are much like magicians: it can be difficult to see what they’re actually doing. That’s why asking comics to improvise a whole show is like asking a magician to do ‘real’ magic. What you see is the result of the trick. But what you don’t see is the hidden craft that goes into making the trick look seamless. You see the ta-dah moment, not the guy cleaning rabbit shit out of a top hat.

			What we comedians do is to take a group of people and we change their state, their chemistry, their mood. But how is the comedian actually doing this?

			Let’s break it down.

			First we have communication. The most obvious superpower of the comic.

			You watch a comedian on stage, and they seem to be having a completely natural conversation with 3,000 people. That is a learned skill. Most people are terrified of being on stage, so the ability to simply get up there in the first place, let alone get across a point, to emote and convey nuance looks pretty impressive.

			The key thing about communication is that the comedian is 10 per cent on send and 90 per cent on receive (just like you on your work social WhatsApp group). Comedians are constantly listening and observing; whether to our audience or simply to the world around us, we’re always alert. That’s how we’re able to report back. A comedian’s hot take on the news is only interesting because they’re not just hearing the news passively, they’re listening to the news actively. Listening out for anything that doesn’t make sense, the logic flaws, the nonsense, anything that makes them think, ‘hang on a second . . .’. Because where there are gaps there’s also potential for humour.

			Secondly . . . timing.

			It’s not only about what you’re saying, it’s about when you’re saying it. Do you need to give them a little more time to catch up with your pace? Are you all in the same groove? A good, solid tempo makes everything you need to do a whole lot easier.

			Thirdly, we have pattern recognition.

			What comedians do is look at the patterns in life, and draw analogies. Pattern recognition has always been the key to survival for all living things. If it wasn’t for pattern recognition we’d have to start from scratch every time something slightly new came along.

			Comics get so good at pattern recognition that they’re able to mess with the patterns. And patterns are what jokes are: the sudden revelation of a previously concealed fact – that’s all of comedy right there. You need the jolt of a surprise to get them to laugh out loud. Without the surprise, it’s ‘nice’, you might get a smile – it’s a political cartoon.

			You occasionally read something like there’s only five kinds of jokes. It’s nonsense but yeah, jokes have structures. And there are going to be similarities. Yet, there is an infinite variety of jokes out there. It’s like telling someone, ‘You know there’s only twelve notes, so, I guess we’re done with music.’ Yeah, dummy, but with those twelve notes you can make anything.

			Fourthly, comedians have a superpower when it comes to honesty. And that’s no lie. There is a brutal honesty with comics when they get together. Which is refreshing and also kind of shocking and transgressive. Trust me, stick a couple of comics in a room, give it five minutes and call the police, because I guarantee you someone has said something unacceptable.

			Observational comics’ whole attitude is the embodiment of honesty. They look at the world and they’re bemused by how crazy life is. But ‘have you ever noticed’ – their starting point – is always how things really are.

			Recalibration is a part of honesty. If you can see the truth of a situation, you have a better chance of working with it to get to where you want to go. Comedians are constantly changing and adapting to make things funnier. The audience laughter, or more pointedly the lack of laughter, tells you what you need to change.

			Sometimes you’ll fall in love with a line and the audience doesn’t like it. What do you do? What you do is change it. You’ll change it, and you’ll change it, and you’ll change it and eventually, it gets a laugh. And then do you know what you have? A different line.

			Audiences keep comedians honest. An audience’s laughter is brutally honest. I can’t think of another art form like it. Is my painting any good? It’s hard to tell. Does my music connect? Maybe . . . Are my jokes funny? Well, did they laugh or not? It’s binary.

			The audience is comedy’s self-policing system.

			Lastly, failure is a superpower. Every great comic is ‘Captain Failure’.

			Every comic writes more jokes that don’t work than jokes that do. There’s never been a comedian who is an exception to that rule. If you think about it, neither has there been a musician who’s had more hits than misses or an artist that’s produced nothing but masterpieces. With comedians, it’s a shorter feedback loop, meaning they get less attached to the results. So they get less stressed by failure.

			All failure is just feedback. You look at something and think, ‘Okay, that doesn’t work, I’ll change it.’ If something doesn’t work, you change your behaviour, you recalibrate and make it better. You don’t just fail the same way a thousand times; you fail differently each time until you run out of ways to fail. And at that point, it’s called ‘success’.

			Looking backward and connecting the dots, I can see that being a comedian is what changed me. Being a comedian is a whole mindset, and when I adopted that mindset my whole life changed for the better.

			Learning stand-up has a Karate Kid aspect to it. You’re given a task to do: you must go on the stage and make people laugh. That means you have to work on your communication skills, on timing, on being honest and accepting the world as it is. You have to recognise patterns in order to write the jokes. And you have to make friends with failure. That’s what I had to do to be a comedian. I had to become good at these five things. That’s the ‘wax on/wax off’ of comedy.

			You’re on a mission to become a comedian and as a result of that mission, you pick up skills, and those skills transfer to all human activity. Do you want to be a better lawyer, father, soldier, doctor, pizza delivery guy? All of these comedy superpowers are going to help. After all, without timing all the pizza delivery guy’s got is cold pizza.

			You start to become better at these things, and before you know it, it starts to bleed into the rest of your life. Your relationships become better, because your communication skills are better. As your timing improves, not only do your laughs become louder in clubs, but you notice at a dinner party that you’re never talking over anyone. You start to recognise when you’re in the pocket of the rhythm. You recognise what works and what doesn’t and you adapt accordingly. And you work out that failure is not something to avoid.

			All I was doing was trying to be a better comedian and I ended up having a better life. Stand-up comedy raised me. It taught me all the skills I needed for life, except for tax accounting.

		

	
		
			PART 1

			WHAT DO YOU WANT?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			VERY MUCH ON PURPOSE

			THE INEVITABLE CAR CARR ANALOGY

			Warren Buffett is one of the world’s wealthiest men – and no, it’s not beCause he invented the buffet. I checked.

			Buffett once gave the following piece of advice in an interview. Imagine he buys you the car of your dreams, whatever car you want. The only catch is that one car will have to last you the rest of your life.

			How are you going to treat that car? You’re going to read the manual, keep it garaged, fix any problems right away, right? You will baby that car, because it’s for life.

			Warren Buffett – a guy who could buy any car he wants, he could buy Ford, not a Ford car, the company Ford* – turns this little fantasy into an analogy: your body is the car, you are the vehicle. It’s a great analogy, because it’s all about the journey, not the destination (I see we’re already ahead of our quota for self-help clichés). Absolutely true, especially if you remember the destination in life is death (bummer, right?).

			Now, let’s drive that analogy into the ground. Come on. This is a self-help book by a guy named Carr, what did you expect? You are the car. You have the car you have. The vehicle is you, your physical body and your mental health. Fill it with the cheapest, shittiest fuel, what do you think is going to happen? Yes, you can always get some work done under the hood, maybe pimp it up, but your car is what you’re going to be riding in for the rest of your life. If you find a guy who does good bodywork, that’s a personal trainer.

			But of course, we don’t start out behind the wheel. We all start out the same – as a passenger. You sit in the back seat of Mummy and Daddy’s car shouting, ‘Are we there yet?’

			Then you turn sixteen, you have more freedom but really, you’re just going on mini jaunts and maybe taking a joyride or two. You’re pushing buttons wondering, ‘What does this one do?’

			An education is your first big toll road. Going to university is expensive. Is it worth it? I don’t know, you tell me.

			Around this point, you might want to ask yourself, ‘Who’s driving? Is it still Mummy and Daddy?’ It’s a bit of a grey area.

			When you eventually settle on where you want to go, there are different roads. Some people keep on track, they stay in their lane. If you want to be a doctor, you know what route to take. That road has been taken many times before, they’ve got good signage up. You know you’ll need excellent results in maths, chemistry and biology. The next step is pretty clear, and the next, and the next. Even if you fail, you can dust yourself off and get back on track.

			Or maybe you’re more like me, you go off-road. There have been other people who have become comics before, but the path isn’t exactly obvious. It’s there, but it’s a single-track road, not a motorway, and there are no road signs.

			I was driving in the wrong direction when I set out. And there’s no roundabout on that corporate highway. I had to make a handbrake turn and drive across the central reservation. It was a little bumpy for a while.

			And then there are some people who never even take the car out to see what it can do. They might have an Aston Martin and all they do is look at it. They polish it, but it just sits in the driveway. What a waste. You want to see how fast and how far it’ll go, you want to know what happens if you floor it, right? Those are people who haven’t fulfilled their potential and it’s a heartbreaker.

			Conversely, you meet people who were never going to make it – they had the wrong vehicle for the trip – but they had determination, and they ended up someplace further down the road. Great. Sleeper cars look like standard cars but with a turbocharged engine and a nitrous switch. These are people who maybe don’t look like anything special, but then WOW – Ed Sheeran, anyone? 

			Some people’s lives are a continuous car crash. You strain your neck rubbernecking to catch a glimpse of the ball of flames by the side of the road.

			Sometimes, the car actually can’t be for life, no matter what Mr Buffett says. If you kick your shotgun passenger out of the car halfway, you are going to have to stop and sell your nice car and buy two shittier cars. And if you have kids, that’s going to be a lot of stopping on hard shoulders. Any baggage is ‘emotional’ baggage.

			I’m really waterboarding the metaphor here.

			There are detours. Some people decide to take the scenic route and that’s always nice. But then some people take the scenic route and get lost. Those who get lost, run out of fuel and get stuck with no cell phone reception are the dumb fucks who never stop to ask directions.

			Still other people get distracted and fall asleep at the wheel (clock watching in data entry).

			And then some people are driving in circles. Comedy has a thing called ‘the circuit’ and at first, you are desperate to get on it. But you don’t want to stay on it. You want to be on it and then, at some point, take off.

			Ask yourself, what road are you on right now? Bumpy or boring? Heading in the right direction or have you ditched the map? And who’s in the car with you? It’s going to be a long trip. Four kids, huh? Are you sure? If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.

			Now I’m on a road, there’s someone sitting in the passenger seat and a little guy in the back. Occasionally, there’s some stopping for nappy changes but, luckily, just for this kid still. It’s worth noting, if I’d got on this road in my early twenties, I’d be looking for the exit ramp right about now. It’s all about timing.

			MY LAUGH STORY

			To thine own self be true . . .

			— Yeah, but that only works if you already know who you are.

			This is Jimmy Carr: The Origin Story: I landed from space in a cornfield and was immediately bitten by a radioactive spider, who shot my parents in front of me. They should really make it into a comic strip. And then a movie. And then another movie. And then fourteen more movies and a lunch box.

			That’s me. But who are you? Go ahead, answer. How well do you know yourself? If you’ve ever seen a superhero movie, you’ll know: you can’t really find your purpose until you know who you are. Take a moment, you may as well, you can tell me, there are no secrets here. Who are you? (And I’ll also need to know, what’s your mother’s maiden name? And what was the name of your first pet? And your four-digit PIN code?)

			Here’s what I think: you are who you are when nobody’s watching. It’s not just stand-up comedians who put on an act, we’re all doing it, we all act a certain way when people are around, and we act differently according to who we’re with. Kids are vastly different with parents and friends and teachers. Think how inappropriate it would be for a thirteen-year-old to smoke and swear and finger blast in front of a teacher or a parent – that’s clearly friend stuff. 

			The moments when we’re really alone are revealing. When all pretence is gone. 

			If you want to know who you are, ask your priest. I don’t mean literally ask your priest, but ask the one you tell all your deepest, darkest secrets to. You know who I’m talking about . . . Google.

			Google knows who you really are. Google operates as a modern-day confessor. Show me someone’s search history and I’ll have a pretty good handle on who they are. Show me their Pornhub history, and that’s who they are with their pants down. (Think no one is watching? How do you think they’re suggesting all those videos that you just happen to be into? Do you think it’s the same homepage for everyone? Guess again.) Between Google and Pornhub I’d know you better than your family and friends, maybe even better than you know yourself.

			You might not have given your identity any thought for a while. When you’re a kid, it’s easy, you just list a few simple facts and that’s you – name, age, where you’re from, that’s it:

			Jimmy, 5, Slough.

			The grown-up version just adds what you do into the mix, as if that’s in any way revealing: Jimmy, 21, student, Cambridge. (Promising)

			Jimmy, 24, marketing executive, Slough. (Slough again, fuck’s sake)

			I think your identity is about more than just a few facts, it’s more than your behaviour. It’s about your core beliefs and values. And those are things that change over time. You’re not a noun, you’re a verb (something I’ll keep saying throughout this book). Which is good news, because if you’re a doing thing, then you can do better.

			LIES, DAMN LIES AND RÉSUMÉS

			I’d been working on my CV since forever. It was a ladder I had constructed to help me climb to a better life, only my ladder was leaning up against the wrong wall.

			Your résumé is a one-page document. There’s a line in it for your education. It represents twelve years of your life and it’s reduced to: I got this many GCSEs and this many A levels.

			And then if you go to university or take on an apprenticeship, find an internship, whatever . . . that’s another line. All those memories and experiences and friendships. You get one line.

			And then your work experience, just this cavalcade of bullshit written in language like ‘bringing significant projects to fruition’. I mean, no one speaks like this. ‘Projects to fruition.’ What the fuck does that even mean? You get shit done. You’re just bigging up your role. If you read anyone’s CV it sounds like they were running the company. If you had read my CV and then heard I was leaving Shell, you would think, ‘I guess Shell doesn’t exist any more because they lost their guy. He did everything. I mean, now that Jimmy’s left, who the fuck is doing all the liaising?’

			It’s such bullshit. You know the hobbies and interests section on the bottom? As if you could sum up your personality in five lines.

			‘I enjoy cinema.’ Really? Who fucking doesn’t? ‘Long walks in the park.’ ‘I enjoy outdoor pursuits.’ What the fuck, dogging? You might as well write, ‘I am a human.’

			I suppose it would raise eyebrows if you wrote what you actually spent most of your spare time doing: ‘I enjoy internet pornography, binge-watching TV series and eating junk food.’

			It’s a great moment to look at your CV for the last time. You feel like a guy who’s been on a diet, lost a half ton, and is posing in a photo with his old fat guy trousers. Yup. Won’t be needing these any more. That’s the old me.

			NO BLACKS, NO DOGS, NO IRISH

			Irish blood, English heart, this I’m made of,

			There is no one on earth I’m afraid of,

			And I will die with both of my hands untied.

			— Morrissey

			 

			Although I was born in England, I think of myself as Irish. My parents were both Irish and throughout my childhood we’d spend six weeks every summer in a tiny seaside town called Kilkee, inhabited exclusively by people from Limerick, a good hour’s drive away. After a month and a half, I would be immersed in Irishness. I would pick up the local accent, you know, like you do when you’re a kid. Then every September I’d go back to school in Slough where the other kids would be like, ‘What?’ And I’d snap back into having an English accent pretty damn quick. I was always very aware of being a little different.

			Anti-Irish prejudice is largely gone these days, but it was a real thing. People didn’t like the Irish. It’s hard to believe now; I mean, we’re adorable. But it gives me hope: if that can change, why not other prejudices and isms? It feels like it’s not comparable to the racism and prejudice suffered by other groups because it’s gone now. And I’m not comparing my experience to that of other minorities, I’m a straight white man for fuck’s sake. But let me tell you a joke that was popular back then:

			‘How many potatoes does it take to kill an Irishman?

			None.’

			There used to be signs that said, ‘No Blacks, No Dogs, No Irish’. I was six years old. We were in our local newsagent to buy sweets. The headlines at the time were about an IRA terrorist attack and the guy who owned the shop said loudly, ‘These Irish fuckers should be shot along with their children,’ something to that effect. And my mum reacted. ‘Fuck off,’ she explained, and proceeded to cause what polite English people would call ‘a scene’. I don’t remember the exact details, but I do recall the newsagent being super respectful after that.

			I might seem urbane, but I’m the son of two immigrants from Limerick who moved to Slough (they moved from a shit town to another shit town, I guess they knew what they liked). When I open my mouth, I sound like I have had a very expensive education, when really I just went to the local school.

			Despite being Irish, I come across as thoroughly British. I’m very fond of my status as a ‘Plastic Paddy’. I have an Irish passport. And I only speak and carry myself in a terribly British way because I’m better than regular Irish people.

			I know who I am and I also know how I’m perceived. I think you need both.

			 

			What’s the world for if you can’t make it up the way you want it? — Toni Morrison

			A QUARTER LIFE CRISIS

			True education is to learn how to think . . . not what to think.

			— Jiddu Krishnamurti

			When I was twenty-five years old I had a quarter life crisis. A quarter life crisis is about finding your purpose. See Trainspotting, Fight Club and The Matrix and for heaven’s sake, take the red pill. The cliché of the quarter life crisis is travelling: you go on an adventure to ‘find yourself’ and what you discover is: wherever you go, there you are.

			When you travel, you become acutely aware you are a story you tell yourself.

			In my story I was twenty-five, bored, frustrated and wanting a life less ordinary. So, I changed my life and became a stand-up comedian. When I was twenty-five I thought I was terribly old to discover that I wanted to be a comedian. Twenty-five seems incredibly young now, but when you’re twenty-five, that’s the oldest you’ve ever been – it’s a personal best. And if things aren’t going according to plan, if you don’t even have a plan, twenty-five feels horribly old.

			It’s easy to look back on my life and think, ‘That’s the only way it could’ve gone.’ But I’m acutely aware it could’ve gone another way.

			Life: it’s either a wonderful adventure or it’s a super fucking boring trudge. I know because I very nearly had the boring trudge. 

			I love a good crisis. The word ‘crisis’ has a bad reputation. It has an image problem – ‘crisis’ requires some crisis management. A crisis suggests something terrible. A full-on, shitting-in-your-hand-and-clapping breakdown. It’s a bad word. As a society we crave stability, but really a crisis is just a point at which we change and move on.

			Change is always right around the corner. It’s probably best to start thinking of it as a good thing because however comfortable and content you are right now, this too shall pass. However despairing and anxious you are right now, this too shall pass. Look! I’ve gone all fucking hippy and I’m leaning into it. Hang on a minute while I light a joss stick.

			Sandalwood . . . Nice.

			If you don’t make it happen, life is going to happen to you.

			When I was twenty-five, I was being cautious, I was living timidly. If I had continued that way, I’d now be writing a book called The Road Most Travelled. Never mind ‘The Hero’s Journey’, I was living ‘The Incidental Character’s Journey’. Because here’s the thing: in the first twenty-five years of my life, I didn’t make any decisions. I did as well as I could in any given circumstance. I did well in school, because that seemed like the right thing to do, I went to Cambridge because that seemed sensible, and I got the best job I could at the end of it all: marketing executive at an oil company. There’s no end to the obvious ‘right thing’ to do next. The only downside is, it isn’t your life. It’s that question again: who’s driving? It’s embarrassing to admit: back then I had no ability to think. I’m now a writer and performer in a creative industry, that is to say I have a pretty good imagination. But my problem was – somewhat ironically – a total lack of imagination.

			What nobody teaches you at university or on the management fast-track scheme, and what I had to find out for myself, was the practical application of knowledge. That bit is called living. I sometimes meet people who are fresh out of university and they’re already having a crisis, they’re flailing, and I think, ‘That’s impressive, you’re getting this done early.’ 

			WHY DO YOU DO?

			People ask, ‘What do you do?’ But I’m going to ask you a different question: ‘Why do you do?’ And you’re going to ask, ‘What?’ and I’ll say, ‘No, why.’ Because problems happen when ‘what you do’ and ‘why you do what you do’ don’t line up.

			Ever met someone really fun, the life and soul of the party, a mad man, a drinking machine? And then you find out he works in middle management for a large, grey oil company? Something ain’t right. There’s been a mix-up, there’s been a mistake. Get that guy out of there, he doesn’t belong.

			That was me.

			Ever do that thing in the street when you realise you’re heading in the wrong direction and you need to turn around, but instead of just doing that, you do a little pantomime for some reason, you look at your watch and you sigh and hope that explains your 180 to no one watching? Imagine that embarrassment, but apply it to your whole life.

			There’s a word used a lot in therapy: ‘congruent’. It just means you make sense. It’s when what you do, who you are and why you do what you do all come together seamlessly – you become a united, congruent you.

			Why are you doing what you’re doing right now? Where are you headed?

			I get that all human behaviour is purposeful. I believe in rational self-interest. I believe people want to have happy lives. But they don’t half go about it in some fucking stupid ways.

			We will do harmful things to ourselves with purpose. The best examples are the most extreme and fuckwitted. Some people are shooting heroin into the last viable vein in their crotch, but not for nothing. Yes, they’re doing it to get high, obviously. But beyond that there’s purpose. They’re looking for something, could be comfort or security, or maybe they’re self-medicating trauma.

			Ever wondered why trust-fund kids all end up miserable and addicted? It’s their lack of purpose. Well, that and the fact no one likes white kids with dreadlocks. They’ve got comfort and pleasure, but it’ll never fill their inner void. Or get rid of the lingering stench of patchouli oil and their dad’s disappointment.

			What I’m saying is, you’re not crazy. Whatever you’re doing, you’re doing it for a good reason. But there might be a better way. You might smoke because you want to relax, but there are better ways to relax that involve less cancer, death and bad breath. Or you might work in a job you hate, because you feel you need the approval of others. That was me.

			I believe we’ve got two big adventures in life: the first is finding your purpose and the second is pursuing that purpose. The sad fact is most people get to do neither. I’m hoping you get to do both.

			WHO’S DRIVING?

			Are you living your life or are you living for someone else?

			Beauty pageants for children are the most obvious example I can think of of a life lived vicariously. You see a four-year-old child in full make-up and a ball gown, wearing a tiara. She might have an agent, but she’s got no agency. She doesn’t want to be there. Look at her mother with a real-life Barbie doll to dress up. It’s not the little girl’s dream, it’s her mother’s dream. I’m not throwing shade here; I was that little pageant girl, just not in a tiara. I was in a mortarboard and gown and graduating from Cambridge. I do enjoy a humblebrag.

			Here’s the truth of it: no one wants you to follow your dream. Best-case scenario, they’ll want you to follow their dream for you. Mostly, though, nobody cares about your dreams, they’re busy getting on with their own shit.

			

			
				
					* Please buy the Ford Motor Company, Warren Buffett. And bring back the Capri.

				

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			DECEPTIVELY HONEST

			CLEAR AS THE NOSE ON YOUR FACE

			A man goes for a job interview.

			The interviewer, impressed with his résumé, asks, ‘What’s your greatest weakness?’

			He replies, ‘My greatest weakness is honesty. I’m just too honest.’

			The interviewer says, ‘I’m not sure you could really call honesty a weakness.’

			He replies, ‘I don’t give a fuck what you think.’

			Stating the obvious is devastating, that’s how much we lie. Everywhere in the world people are peddling honesty. Trust me on this.

			Comics have a pathological need to tell people the truth because, God love us, we’re trying to understand life. Sometimes when we’re with regular people, we forget that the rest of the world lives on a relentless diet of positivity and half-truths. Comics are blunt.

			It’s not for nothing that comedians have been around for a long time in one guise or another. Almost every culture had trickster gods: Loki, Coyoteman, Monkey King, Anansi, Roy Chubby Brown. They were powerful because they kept the other gods in check. Speaking truth to power, puncturing hubris and bringing balance is what comics have always done. Think of court jesters: if those guys misjudged a joke, they died. Literally. These days we only risk getting cancelled.

			YOU COULD ALWAYS KILL YOURSELF

			Most of comedy is saying what’s happening. Comedy is all about looking at the world and then poking fun at it. If everyone else seems to have bought in to a system, comedians will go, ‘Nah, I don’t think so . . .’ Comics call things as they are: the emperor’s new clothes, the elephant in the room, the bollock-naked emperor riding an elephant in the room . . . Our job is to reflect people back to themselves. We acknowledge inconvenient truths and lay out grim realities, Thankfully we sugar the pill with laughs or we’d be strung up. Saying the unsayable is only the starting point for comics. Honesty is a superpower, but with great power comes great responsibility.

			A few years back, I was doing a Comedy Central Roast of Rob Lowe. The right-wing political commentator Ann Coulter was there. I was pretty restrained, I felt. All I said was, ‘Ann is one of the most repugnant, hateful, hatchet-faced bitches alive. But it doesn’t have to be this way, Ann. You could kill yourself.’

			I got my wish. Coulter fully died on stage that night. It wasn’t surprising (she’s no comedian); what was surprising was how her entourage reacted. The people she had surrounding her backstage told her how well she did. Well, Ann Coulter didn’t do well. She was about as funny as a fire in an orphanage. What’s the point of having people around you who aren’t honest? I guess honesty was never high on her own agenda.

			OWNING YOUR SHIT

			Don’t get me wrong, flattery is nice to hear, but it’s dangerous. You could die of encouragement. I’ll tell you what, I’ve never been to a meeting in Hollywood where they didn’t say, ‘I’m a huge fan, love what you do, it’s not a question of what, it’s a question of when . . .’ and, uh, I’m starting to think they’re not being entirely genuine. But I could have lived off that. I could go on believing that it’s going to ‘happen’ for me in Hollywood. I could wish away a lifetime.

			If you start with the bedrock of honesty, you can use the improv technique of ‘yes and’ to build on that. In improv you never contradict; you always say yes and build on what your partner sets up. The foundation stone has to be acceptance of reality and then you get to own that reality and choose your own adventure.

			Comedians can help you shake off the feeling of life being unfair. It is. There is no justice. Because the flip side to the unfair, unjust world is that it’s exciting, it’s surprising, it’s strange, it’s funny and we’re lucky to be alive and living in it.

			There’s always a glimmer of hope for comedians. Even on a very bad day they’re thinking, hey, this might make a good story . . . Comedians take tough times and turn them into anecdotes. They open up and share their stories. Sometimes it’s no more than just a shift in intonation. They’re no
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