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Author’s Note

Hello, readers – and welcome to Part 2 of my memoirs, covering the period from my first gig as a professional comic through to the present day.

I’ve called them ‘memoirs’ because, rather than being a chronological account of my life, they’re a collection of the bits and pieces of my existence that I can remember – and believe you me, I’m stunned I have recalled so much, given that my memory has been shot to pieces since I had children, and it wasn’t that great before either.

I imagine that, at some point, some scientist or other has said that we only remember the exciting bits in our lives, and let’s hope that’s true, because you certainly don’t want to know about the great cup of tea I had in April 1994 in a café in Wisbech or my favourite episode of Casualty.

So I hope this hotchpotch of musings is to your taste,  and I can assure you they are certainly not as intellectually challenging as Proust (in case you are a bit weird and actually thought they might be). And if you start reading and think, God, this is dull, you can always pass it on to someone you don’t like.




TRYING TO BE FUNNY




Shaky Beginnings

It’s April 1988, and I am on Channel Four live on Friday Night Live. I’m on a raised platform in front of a crowd of the thinnest, youngest, most attractive people I’ve ever seen who are staring quizzically at me. This may well be because TV directors of live shows tend to put the chubby, not so attractive ones at the back. A part of me feels slightly smug that for once I am not at the back ... I’m in the front, so bollocks to them.

My first couple of lines work well and there is some laughter and the crowd starts to relax a bit. I’m beginning to relax too despite the fact that my arm is going up and down in a chicken-flapping-its-wings style with nervousness. I drone on in my monotone voice . . .

Then a voice cuts through the crowd. ‘Get off!’

My first feeling is one of indignation. I’m actually doing all right, so what’s that all about?

Because it’s live TV, the fear is multiplied a hundredfold. Any mistake you make, a small fluff or whether you spectacularly and waterfall-like actually wet yourself, will be captured for eternity – and so the pressure on you is huge. There will not be the comforting thought of a film editor whooshing away your moment of humiliation. This is it.

What do I do? It is a male voice heckling me, surprise surprise, and it is my natural inclination to get into a slanging match with him. After all, this is what we comics are supposed to do best. However, this is live telly and my set is timed to the second. If I start getting stuck into a heckler, that will eat up my time and the whole thing will be thrown out of kilter. I stare in the general direction of the heckler and say, ‘Thank you,’ and move on. Afterwards, however, I’m really pissed off and want to get the heckler into a corner and lamp him. My first-ever appearance on TV and he nearly ruined the whole thing.

I hear through the grapevine that some staff from LWT have been sacked that day and he is among the disgruntled sackees. I feel slightly less homicidal towards him. I suppose at least it wasn’t that personal.

In a strange karmic twist, some years later I meet the heckler at a TV studio in Southampton. He is now the presenter of a live magazine show on which I am appearing.

‘I was the one who heckled you on Friday Night Live,’ he says, with a smug grin on his face.

‘And now you’re presenting a live show, how would you  like to be heckled?’ I enquire.

And I rather meanly leave it at that, implying that I am going to heckle him back, but not bothering, hoping the anticipatory fear will be enough to ruin his day.

 

Having taken the plunge in early 1988 and left my job as Senior Sister at the Maudsley Hospital – my little safety net, though I suppose most people wouldn’t see a twenty-four-hour Psychiatric Emergency Clinic quite in this way – I am suddenly out on my own.

Obviously it’s a bit of a risk, to leave a secure job which I liked and strike out into the murky waters of possible nothingness. Although a nurse’s salary wasn’t much to write home about, at least it was regular and there was always the possibility that my burgeoning comedy career could take a nose-dive before it had even begun. I had been a nurse for the last ten years, six of those years fulltime in the Emergency Clinic dealing with every possible psychiatric crisis you could imagine, from extreme psychosis to drug withdrawal to personality disorders. I had a mortgage to pay on a flat and plenty of outgoings.

Comedy, by contrast, was a hand-to-mouth existence in which, at the end of every show, you got a little brown envelope with cash in it or just a handful of notes. I  wasn’t sure there would be enough bookings to justify my leaving a secure job, so I asked my mum and dad what they thought about it, and they were pretty positive. They could see I’d done my time in a stable job, and to some extent were there as a safety net. They weren’t loaded, but they would ensure that I wasn’t on the street in a sleeping bag eating out of skips round the back of Sainsbury’s.

Friends were also very supportive and thought it was hugely exciting. One particular mate had encouraged me right at the beginning by reminding me that I was never going to do it if I didn’t take the plunge, and this next stage, of sloughing off my job, was something most of my friends urged me to do.

Added to that, I was bloody knackered and I really wanted some lie-ins. Given that most of the jobs I had done up until that point had involved shift work, I fancied a bit of staying in bed till midday with nothing to do until the evening. Comedy also seemed to me to have a built-in social life, and comics seemed like interesting people. I was aware of the dearth of women and wanted to get out there and do some material for the female audience. It wasn’t a particularly difficult decision. I’ve always been somewhat of a gambler because I don’t think those huge decisions are irreversible: you can always go back. So while many people are lying awake at night turning a problem over and over in their mind, I am one  of the lucky ones who snores their head off, happily oblivious of life’s possible pitfalls.

 

Back to Friday Night Live, the comedy extravaganza on Channel Four which is the show for all ambitious alternative comedians to aim for at the time. The compere is Ben Elton, the politically motivated, sparkily relentless nemesis of Margaret Thatcher - every right-thinking alternative comic’s sworn enemy.

The show is a hotchpotch of stand-up comedy, sketches and music. I’d found my way onto it because I was invited to attend an audition at the Brixton rehearsal rooms to prove to some people behind a desk that I was worthy of four and a half minutes of jokes on live telly.

There’s nothing more demoralising for a comic than an unpissed, unsmiling panel of judges in broad daylight staring at you as you struggle through your routine doing your best to keep it upbeat. It has to be said, though, that in my case my delivery was about as upbeat as a funeral sermon, given that I had slipped into an approximation of the way the football scores are read out through a combination of nerves and ignorance. I was finding it impossible to sound like anything other than a depressed bloke with an inability to manage verbal light and shade. However, despite this they booked me and the experience was exciting and terrifying in equal measure.

Of course, having never done telly before I was swept  along in a miasma of glamour and fear, doing a sound check, sitting in my dressing room telling myself all the clichés such as, ‘You’ve made it’ and stuff like that whilst glaring at my overlit face in a light-bulbed mirror. I was sandwiched between the Pogues and Mark Thomas, dressing-room-wise. A strange place to be. I reckon the Pogues had had a half or twelve, as at one point what sounded like a bar-room brawl erupted in their dressing room involving shouting and the sound of wood splintering. I would have been disappointed if they hadn’t, though.

On the other side, with my door slightly open to catch the maximum effect of my virgin telly appearance, I could hear Mark Thomas negotiating with the producers about the level of bad language he was permitted to use. I’m sure I heard the sentence, ‘If you get rid of a “wanker” you can have two “toffee bollocks”.’ Aah, the poetry of comedy.

Mark Thomas was always an electrifying presence on the comedy circuit. I remember seeing him very early on at the Comedy Store before I dipped my toe into what can be the terrifying cauldron of death on a Friday night. He seemed so big, self-confident and he filled the stage. I think the audience was probably a bit scared of him, and I recall thinking to myself that perhaps his approach was the way forward, like a no-nonsense teacher - don’t give ’em a chance.

[image: 001]

After my appearance on Friday Night Live which everyone seemed to agree had gone OK, I sat back and waited for the offers to flood in. Quite what sort of offers I expected I’m not sure, but whatever they were in my head, they didn’t flood, they didn’t even trickle. So it was back to the circuit for a bit, to practise my act around the London comedy scene.

One great thing did come out of Friday Night Live and that was that I got myself an agent. Naively, I didn’t even realise it was something I should do, and my idea of an agent was a short balding American bloke with a very loud voice and a big cigar, going on endlessly about percentages and auditions.

Vivienne Clore approached me after the programme and asked if she could take me on . . . as it were. I can’t remember much about our initial conversation and my powers of judgement were not up to much as I had no idea what I was looking for. But Vivienne seemed articulate, intelligent, cynical, a bit scary and good fun. And at the time that was good enough for me.

Vivienne is still my agent so I obviously made a good choice . . . for me. Agents seem to come in all shapes and sizes. Some are like over-attentive parents, constantly on hand to sort out the smallest problem in your life; others are like your mates, who go out on the town with you, get pissed, take drugs and sleep with you, while others are like the head of a Mafia family. You can take your  pick. Vivienne and I have become good friends, but are not in each other’s pockets, which I think is important. I can’t envisage ever being unfaithful to her.

Vivienne has always been incredibly professional and comes from a big ‘talent’ agency, The Richard Stone Partnership. She’s been very supportive towards me and has religiously turned up at every single Tom, Dick and Harry of a programme, however potentially rubbish it’s been. But the other thing I appreciate is her honesty.

It’s very hard when you work in telly and get to a certain stage in your career to get an honest answer. Now I realise I haven’t got to the Madonna part of my career (and never will) where I do exactly what I like and no one can give me any advice about the direction in which I am going. On the whole, if people think that something you have done is complete rubbish, their preferred approach is to pretend that it (and you) don’t really exist, rather than telling you the truth. This makes it very hard to get an objective opinion.

Of course, Vivienne doesn’t go in for personality-destroying invective. If something hasn’t gone well or has been definitely dodgy, she will acknowledge that and suggest changes. Similarly, my husband will tell me if something wasn’t so good. Basically, however famous you are, if you retain any vestiges of true perspective, you will know yourself when you’ve been shite.

In those days, there was a certain hierarchy of clubs –  the little sweet ones in the back room of a pub and the bigger, higher earners like the Comedy Store and Jongleurs, which had more of a ring of glamour about them and meant you didn’t have to change or put your lipstick on in a toilet, kitchen or corridor.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/jobr_9780755359295_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
NUMBER ONE BESTSELLING AUTHOR
Canct Stand. pr For §£ﬁ&g Downu





OEBPS/jobr_9780755359295_oeb_001_r1.jpg





