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Mum and Dad: this is dedicated to you both, but I’m sort of hoping you don’t read it.


[image: title]


Contents

Dedication

Title Page

Prologue: Winning at Life

1. What’s It Like When You Die?

2. We Don’t Really Know What We’re Doing

3. People Seemed Interested

4. I Shouldn’t Be Here

5. Living Death

6. He Seems Like He’s Doing OK

7. Do Something You’ve Never Done

8. You’re Useless, Mate

Epilogue: Let’s Do It Together

Also by Mark Watson

Copyright


PROLOGUE:

WINNING AT LIFE

Being a human, one among billions in a vast strange universe, is a big challenge. If you don’t think enough about what you’re doing with your life, you run the risk of making huge, disastrous errors. If you think too much about it, the range of possibilities overwhelms you so much that you can’t do anything except sit eating toast and whimpering (and even then, the selection of spreads available is enough to cause further anguish). Life is the most complicated gift you’ll ever receive, but – as people often say – it comes with no instruction manual.

Except, these days, it can. Into this void, this yearning we all feel for advice and direction, have stepped many people who claim they can tell you how to ‘win at life’. The implication is that they themselves are winners, life experts who – like experts in tennis, or dieting, or sheep-shearing – can make you a winner, too.

To me, making a claim like this seems an incredibly rash act of fate-tempting, given what we all know about how quickly life can turn sour when things seem to be going well: a topic that has been widely covered in art and literature, most famously by the Greek tragedies and Alanis Morissette in the song ‘Ironic’. (Greek tragedies often include the line, ‘Call no man happy until he is dead’, which sums the situation up pretty efficiently, but doesn’t always go down well at dinner parties.) Sometimes – no matter how white and shiny your teeth on your Twitter avatar or how many adoring retweets rack up for your description of a low-calorie lunch – there are going to be days when you do not win. Sometimes weeks. To pretend otherwise is to imply that you have access to some special immunity which no human can attain.

Much more damagingly, the idea that it is possible to ‘win at life’ promotes a mentality which is more binary and simplistic than our experiences ever can be. If you’re playing in a football match or entering your puppy in a dog show you will know by the end whether you have won or lost (although, weirdly, the puppy itself probably won’t). But life isn’t a dog show and it isn’t a massively long game of football, either, however much I might enjoy that. There is no giant scoreboard above our heads as we walk around; in the final moments of your life, you will not be given a report card with grades on it. Our lives are to be enjoyed for what they are, not squeezed and contorted into endless different shapes to meet arbitrary goals we identify for ourselves.

This is not something I’ve always known. It is something I learned the hard way, by trying to ‘win at life’. By devoting swathes of my time, energy and passion to chasing victories throughout my twenties and thirties, and falling short: often publicly, often in ways that undermined my sense of who I was. Whatever I now know about life – or think I know – I found out through failure, disappointment, mortification.

On 13 February 2020 – my fortieth birthday – I was reflecting on this, in the spirit of reflection we sometimes embark on during birthdays, especially if ‘we’ (I) have had some red wine. I pondered the many setbacks and embarrassments that had littered the road from birth to middle age; the many times that road had not taken me in the direction I imagined it would.

Over the course of the pages that follow, you’ll hear how I made errors which cost me career opportunities that would never come round again; became dependent on psychological props that weren’t sustainable; drank too heavily; isolated people around me; became a substandard father, husband, friend and professional; sank to a vantage point from which my life seemed of so little value that I questioned whether to carry on with it. And yet here I still was. I had survived these reversals. I might not be on the path I expected, but I was still moving forward, all the same. The idea of writing a book like this entered my head for the first time: not as a manual for success, but a handbook for accepting, and moving on from, the opposite. Not as a victory lap, but as a chronicle of a battle against life’s many setbacks.

If you took note of that date, you’ll know what happened next. Barely a month after my birthday party took place, the venue had closed its doors permanently, and many of the guests were gone from my life for the next two years. To be clear, this is not because of my behaviour at the party. What happened in the month after my fortieth was, as I’m sure you’ll remember whenever you are reading this, unprecedented. If nothing else, you’ll remember because the word ‘unprecedented’ was on every TV and radio broadcast from there until Christmas. Schools shut; careers were put on hold; friends and families were estranged. Whatever worldly knowledge I might have stacked up was as useless as anybody else’s, with the exception of government health adviser Chris Whitty, who became the most (and only) sought-after ‘performer’ in the UK. Any ‘rules for life’ I had gleaned from all the ups and downs seemed to have been rendered moot; they made no more sense than continuing to move the Monopoly hat around the table after someone had taken the board away.

But the pandemic receded, bit by bit, and life regained something like its old shape. I was able to get back to touring again, to travelling around the country – even, sometimes, beyond our borders. I continued, though, to spend a lot of time interacting with the online audience I’d built up during my various attempts to keep some form of comedy going in lockdown. It was noticeable that, although we might have many of our freedoms back, the psychological effects of the long, strange pandemic period were felt everywhere. Some people’s work had dried up for good. Others found it impossible to focus on what used to be their jobs, even if they could return to them. Lots of people had come to feel, during the isolation and introspection of the lockdowns, that their relationships or careers or ambitions weren’t the right ones, but weren’t sure what to replace them with.

More people than I had ever been aware of before seemed to feel – in a word – lost. I recognised those feelings from the many, many times I had been blown off course. I started to think again that perhaps I had something I could usefully share. Not because I had got life figured out, or was ‘winning’ at it. But because I knew that I hadn’t, and perhaps never would.

The thing outsiders most commonly say about stand-up comedy is how brave you must have to be to do it; how it would be their ‘worst nightmare’. All comedians have had this said to them by somebody who’s quite clearly done much more nightmarish things. My best one is the famous neurosurgeon, Henry Marsh, whom I met at a radio recording. The first chapter of his memoir Do No Harm describes how cutting into the brain never stops being, on an objective level, absolutely horrifying. Forty years of opening up people’s skulls, knowing that the slightest slip will destroy at least one life. And yet just before we went on stage, he said to me, ‘Being a comedian must be absolutely terrifying.’

When people talk about the bravery of comedians, I always tell them that I’d almost certainly be more scared to do whatever their job is than I am to do my own. This is obviously true if they have some sort of high-stakes gig like a pilot or a bomb disposal expert or if they defuse bombs while flying planes (the sort of employment in which you might see Nicolas Cage on screen if you were too tired to get up and change the channel). But it’s equally true of pretty much anything workers do from day to day.

Anything you do in life has the potential to beat you up, shred your self-esteem, send you back to the drawing board again and again, make you wonder why you bothered. But it is true to say that, in comedy, these things can happen several times a week, in front of a lot of other people. There aren’t many jobs in which ‘death’ is used as a synonym for, ‘Well, that didn’t go very well.’ You have to be a particular type of person to put yourself in that situation. To sign up to die over and over again.

I am not presenting myself as someone who has accumulated a great storehouse of worldly wisdom and is generously allowing the reader to join a guided tour. It would be truer to say that I have learned some lessons and am, permanently, in the process of trying to remember and act upon them.

Rather than a game with winners or losers, I’ve come to think we should see life as a piece of music. There’ll be unexpected changes of tempo, lulls and strange, violent moments that you didn’t anticipate – but they are all part of the tune, and the trick is to dance along with it. When I say ‘I’ve come to think’, I mean that I stole this idea from the work of my entertainment hero Derren Brown, who mentioned it in one of his shows (we’ll come back to this). The analogy has its limits, not least because I cannot dance and the thought of doing it in public fills me with horror. But perhaps there’s something to learn even from that. ‘Dance like nobody’s watching,’ fridge magnets like to advise. What if you lived like nobody was judging?

Mortifications, of all kinds, are only as important as we allow them to be. Other people’s opinions are just that: other people’s. Your life is your own, and you are only accountable to yourself. It has taken me what will probably prove to be more than half of my time on earth to absorb that idea, and, even now, I disregard it constantly.

Perhaps I’m hoping that by writing all this down, I’ll absorb whatever emotional nutrients are in it myself, as well as sharing them with other people. Maybe I’m writing this for me as much as for any other reader. As a reminder of some of the places I’ve been mentally and the ways I might avoid going there again. But now that you have read this far, I’d really like you to stick around. No performance is much fun if nobody shows up to watch. Believe me: on that score, I know what I’m talking about.
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