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MIRANDA

Miranda Hart is a writer, comedian and actress. Her first book Is It Just Me? was a Sunday Times number one bestseller and has sold over 700,000 copies. She was the first female comedian to do an arena stand-up tour with her My What I Call Live Show. She was BAFTA nominated for her much loved role Chummy in BBC 1’s hit drama Call the Midwife. And has won numerous awards for her role in her self-penned hit sitcom Miranda, including Queen of Comedy at the Comedy Awards. This is a role she thinks should be officially appointed by the Queen and means you get to have afternoon tea at the palace regularly and go out once a week with Prince Harry.

PEGGY

Peggy is the best dog that ever lived. She is well known for her cute little smiley face, puppy dog eyes, extremely soft strokeable fur, and jaunty little gait. Her biggest achievements include stealing a squishy ball off a toddler, nicking a Scotch egg from a families picnic, and doing a poo in front of a paparazzi so Miranda was photographed poop a scooping like a fool.
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To Peggy 

And to my fellow dog lovers and
 their canine companions
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CHAPTER 0

Because no one reads an Introduction
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Right, here goes, the first sentence of my new book. Ooh, look at that, done. Tick. Though I feel weary already. You see, I have already written this book. This book was finished. It’s now summer 2016 and I finished this book on 12 October 2013. Yes indeedy I shall explain forthwith.

That happy Saturday October morning I was going to have one more read through over the weekend before emailing my literary agent a copy on Monday. I was so thrilled it had come together. I had been thinking about the book since the beginning of that year, brainstormed the concept and subject areas in April (pushing myself to do so having just recovered from a knee operation, so keen was I) and wrote it on and off throughout the year. I also had a stand-up show to write and try out; was filming Call the Midwife and Gangsta Granny; and wrote and performed Maracattack, a comedy fitness DVD (I presume Team GB are currently using it to train for the Olympics). So it had been a full year, particularly as I had been travelling during the first two months on a self-imposed sabbatical and had the aforementioned unexpected knee operation on my return, so I had squeezed it all into a shorter timescale. But I had done it. And, most thrilling of all, I had really enjoyed it. I look back at a few sporadic diary ramblings and there are a number of repeated entries. ‘Surprised to be really enjoying writing Peggy and Me.’ ‘Perhaps I don’t hate writing after all.’ ‘I think I have finally found the kind of writing I love to do.’ It was true. I did principally enjoy it and, after the initial and inevitable writer fears – mantras including: ‘I simply have nothing to say’/‘I’m going to win a prize – for the worst book ever published in the history of books’/‘Is it possible to be too tall to write a book? If it is, then I’m definitely too tall’/‘What if it doesn’t sell a single copy and all the books get pulped? And if that happens do I get charged for the pulping? How much does pulping cost? I CAN’T AFFORD THE PULPING!’ – after all that, I let go and found it an intimate and relaxing process. I wrote it as if telling one lovely person who was interested in my musings due to their being as pet obsessed as I (I had faith I would sell at least one copy, and hello to you and thanks for buying – shall we go out for dinner? Though you can pay – I’ve only sold one copy of my book and there may be pulping costs); and I ended up being relatively satisfied with it. I told my agent there would be something wrong with the world if I won a Nobel Peace Prize on account of this publication, but hopefully a few readers – or should I say, a truly exceptional, discerning, one-of-a-kind, take-me-out-for-dinner-please reader like yourself – might just like it.
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On that Saturday in 2013, I was getting ready to go to my nephew’s sixth birthday party and then on to a small surprise fortieth dinner party for an old university friend. As I was leaving the house I first looked at my dog. She gave me the classic ‘please don’t leave me here alone’ eyes. The eyes that somehow manage to convey deep vulnerability and sorrow but also a distinct undercurrent of threat. The eyes which say: ‘If you leave me here alone I will, within five minutes, expire from longing and grief like a little Victorian orphan. But on the way out I might somehow find the energy to destroy your curtains. Just saying.’ I had no choice but to take her with me. I explained to her that my friends might not want her in their house so she might have to stay put in the car. She always looks as if she completely understands when I talk to her. Or, at the very least, her intense look suggests she would love to understand and would absolutely enrol in an ‘English For Dogs’ course at the City Lit if they saw fit to start offering such a thing (those who run evening classes can have that idea on me). So, the dog was coming with. Next, I looked at my computer. I considered taking it with me so I could start the final read of the book sitting in the car between my two parties. But quickly dismissed the notion as ridiculous, namely because I really should give myself time off, to avoid any kind of creative exhaustion through striving. Note to self: working is good, striving equals bad. I must learn to trust that things, as they always do, come together. Decision made, I was going to have a lovely day off away from the screen. However, as I opened the front door to leave I was stopped in my tracks. I looked back at the laptop on the kitchen table and a voice said, as clear as day, ‘Take the laptop.’ I just assumed it to be that stressy unnecessary voice of mine. You know, the kind of voice that says you should worry, even though you unplugged the toaster and put it in the fridge for safekeeping, in case it might escape and plug itself back in and toast everything you love. Not the sensible useful voice that might remind me to put the birthday present in my bag or check my teeth for spinach or my skirt lest half of it be tucked into my (probably spotty) pants. So I ignored it and drove off, looking forward to delving into a children’s party – always brilliant to have a licence to pretend you are playing games for the children’s sake when actually you really miss dunking your head in a bucket of water to retrieve an apple or eating a bar of chocolate with a knife and fork whilst wearing a woolly hat and gloves (actually my preferred method of chocolate-eating; it adds an element of jeopardy absent from most snacks).

I returned about midnight after a fun-fuelled day, albeit slightly weary on a significant sugar down – I won six packets of Haribo from Pass the Parcel, which is easily done if your opponents are small children and you simply refuse to pass them the parcel, claiming you are teaching them a lesson in the value of patience and the essential unfairness of life – and as I approached the house I noticed the sitting-room window facing on to the road was ajar. I definitely shut it because the sensible useful voice reminded me to. ‘Oh no, I bet I have been burgled’ interrupted the stressy – nay by now, downright panicky – voice. The front door was still locked. Phew, it’s fine. I unlocked the door. Chaos. Utter chaos. I stood motionless. Winded. The place had been tipped upside down. I had been burgled.

I rushed around assessing what valuables might have gone. The TV was there, my DVDs, photographs, a few other electricals all there. Hang on, iPad gone – damn. I went upstairs. Everything had been carelessly and violently searched. My possessions strewn like a landfill site. All clothes were still there. Passport still there. Jewellery – all gone. Damn. Mind you, I don’t think I own a piece worth more than 150 quid. To me a significant amount to spend on a necklace or a watch, but I knew the police wouldn’t be interested and call my loot small fry. As I continued to scurry around, darting from one displaced drawer to the next, alert and terrified like a sort of oversized meerkat, I felt one positive thought calm me briefly. I realized I didn’t own anything valuable whatsoever. I felt rather proud of this. I know I am ‘meant’ to be interested in finery of every kind, ‘oh yes, I got this blazer for a snip at three grand at Chaz’s boutique in Shoreditch’, ‘yup this is a five hundred quid kitchen gadget endorsed by Gwinee P which will juice anything I put in it whilst chanting motivational yogic slogans’, but if I have any available funds for extravagant moments, I will immediately think of where in the world I could go, what fun experiences I could partake in and what friends I could take with me. Tea at the Ritz anyone? Thames boat trip? Salzburg Sound of Music Sing-a-Long minibus tour? Such fun. I will also, at the risk of portraying myself as some kind of saint, consider a charity I could donate to. I want to spend on people and experiences where I can. To me that has always made more sense than having ‘things’. And I vowed to make sure that was always the case.

I had a final think. Was there anything that was really valuable? My grandmother’s necklace. Oh, it so reminds me of her and I really loved it. She only died last year, and I hadn’t worn it yet. I was saving it to wear to an event where feeling her calming presence would be ‘just the ticket’ as she would have said. I meerkat-ed (that should definitely be a verb) to the drawer. Nothing but an empty necklace box. Damn, dash and damn again. Oh now that is sad; I am cross now. Was that it? And then an arresting shudder. I hadn’t looked at the kitchen table for the laptop. Oh no, please no, not the laptop. I ran downstairs. Just a laptop stand and portable keyboard. No laptop. DAMN, DAMN, DAMN, DAMN, DAMN, DAMN!

As I was jumping up and down in my kitchen, close to tears, the police made their way in. If I hadn’t been so distracted by the circumstances I would have apologized and made some excuse as to why I was stomping and stropping and jumping like a child: ‘Sorry, officer, I was just rehearsing for a new fitness DVD, The Angry Toddler Workout. Scream and thrash your way to abs.’ But I went straight into a tirade of laptop loss, much to their bemusement. ‘You see it’s about a dog, officer.’ ‘Sorry, madam?’ ‘A very cute dog …’ ‘Calm down, madam, what are you saying?’ ‘The book, my book … about a dog and my time with her and … it’s taken me most of the year … and I was going to take it … I confused the sensible instinctive caring voice for the panicky stressy voice … oh officer …’ ‘Madam, calm down …’ ‘Stop calling me madam, it’s making me feel like a brothel owner … you know the stressy voice you ignore, well, the voice said take the laptop … and actually I see now it was a kind God-like voice trying to get me to take it … it knew this was going to happen. OFFICER, YOU HAVE TO GET MY LAPTOP BACK – IT’S ABOUT MY DOG!’ Shaking him and biffing him on the shoulders was probably not a good idea. Neither was my final parting shot, ‘Sorry, officer, sorry, I don’t know why I was treating you like a lover who had jilted me …’ ‘What?’ ‘I was just saying it was as if you and I were lovers … Ha ha … me and you … lovers …’ He kindly ignored my embarrassing cogitations and we started at the beginning.

The police were very excellent in every way but of course didn’t fully understand the urgent loss of a book. Well, it is indeed hard to describe. And as I cried – all night – really, I couldn’t stop, it felt like grief, I wondered whether I was overreacting. I still had my health, I still had a roof over my head, I still had the memories of my grandmother, if not her necklace. Why was I quite so upset and angry? Stephen Fry had kindly texted me to share his condolences as he could imagine the horror of losing a creative baby. I felt reassured my grief wasn’t misplaced. He reminded me I wasn’t the only writer to have lost a book. Jilly Cooper left Riders on a London bus (the fact it took fourteen years for her to rewrite it must have been indicative of the pain of the loss). Dylan Thomas lost Under Milk Wood three times (‘to lose one manuscript may be regarded as a misfortune, to lose three … well, what a tit’). And Ernest Hemingway of course lost, well, all his early works, and said in A Moveable Feast he had never seen anyone cry as much as his wife trying to tell him the manuscripts had been stolen. In a letter to Ezra Pound a month after the loss he said, ‘All that remains of my complete works are three pencil drafts of a bum poem … some correspondence … and some journalistic carbons. You, naturally, would say, “Good”, etc. But don’t say it to me. I ain’t yet reached that mood.’

I was in good company. Although obviously nothing compares to a generation losing a pet memoir by a comedy actress. I think we all can see that would be a far greater loss than Hemingway’s early works or Dylan Thomas’s masterpiece. Under Milk Wood versus Peggy and Me. No contest.

As dawn broke after nil sleep, I also experienced something of a personal dawn. The reason for my grief, I realized, was because they stole, not a great manuscript the world couldn’t be without (I am afraid, lest you didn’t recognize my sarcasm above, this is no Oliver Twist or Tale of Two Cities, or anything by Hemingway or even, let’s be frank, Jilly Cooper, so please put it down immediately if you consider it might be), but they stole my time. Not only the valuable weeks I had carved out to work on it specifically, but all the weekends I said no to because I had to get the book done that year; the evenings I had spent pushing on with it; the few hours working on the plane instead of relaxing watching a movie; the couple of mornings on a cherished holiday. All gone. They had stolen that most treasured commodity: my time. I was grieving missed moments I could have had with friends and family; swims or walks in beautiful scenery; or simply a drink in a pub or watching a fun film. All the things I claim to want to spend any spare cash on instead of the valuables the police would have understood in a burglary. All the things that are so important to me, I had sacrificed for work. Perhaps there is an interesting lesson to be learnt here. Perhaps this was a God-like intervention, and in future I needed to stand firmer than I thought I already was, in planning things on my timescale in a way that would get the best out of me creatively and give me time to, well, have a bit of a life. It is surely nonsense to have a moment of success then find yourself unable to enjoy it because, through fear of not being popular in a few months, or whatever it may be, you are run into the ground through overwork. I have lots more on that, and our cultural state of busy-ness, but I’ll save it for another time and, perhaps, tome.

I never got the laptop back. I had no time left to rewrite it in 2013; 2014 was already planned with a stand-up tour, a film, and the writing and doing of the Miranda Finale; and 2015 was needed to recover and reclaim some of that stolen time with friends and family. So here we are. And although I still feel frankly very cross about it, I am going to consider rewriting it because well, for starters, I don’t want those burglars to have won. Plus what I do remember about the book was that it included some simple life lessons I had learnt through a small dog’s behaviour. I am not talking about how to wash my bum with my tongue or take a pie packet out of a bin and lick it (although I might have done that at university one morning after a late one – the latter, not the bum-licking, just to be VERY clear). The lessons were more, spiritual, for want of a better word. And perhaps the person who buys this book would find them useful. (And hello again to you, have you decided where we are dining? As you are paying, how about the Oxo Tower in Central London or somewhere in New York – you can get relatively cheap flights …) I also remember it being, if I may be so bold, vaguely amusing. For I have got myself into a few scrapes over the last nine years of owning my dear pet – you can’t be a little clumsy and silly in life and come out unscathed from a vet’s or a dog groomer’s. So perhaps my reader friend also needs a bit of light relief. (Or we could go and get sushi in Japan …?)

Golly, I hope I can remember it all. If I can’t, what else could I learn from the experience of losing an entire book, my hard work and time? Patience, I suppose. That things often don’t go according to plan. And indeed, you will be constantly disappointed if you assume you are entitled to a perfect planned life. But because life is messy, you can really love and savour and be seriously joy-filled in the times it isn’t. And attempt to be more accepting when it is. I must try and deeply relish the present moment, which is often less messy than we all make it. Perhaps the exercise of repeating an activity that was stolen will force me to be present in a way I never was before, making better choices with what to do with my newfound appreciation and understanding of time. Goodness me, I am sounding SO WISE. Move over Dalai Lama, there’s not room for the both of us. *strolls to bedroom, changes into Gandhi loincloth (bath towel) and Mother Teresa headgear (tea towel), returns, resumes writing* ‘Blessing in disguise’ can feel like a phrase bandied about rather tritely. But surely ’tis true, ’tis true. So I am going to start again and feel hopeful for the lessons I have learnt, my personal blessings in disguise.

At this point I don’t know how far I will get. I don’t know whether I will finish it. I don’t know whether, if I do finish it, it will be as good as it was, or whether I can remember enough and get it to an even vaguely acceptable standard. None of this is an excuse – if it offends you, please write to my publisher, not to me! But I am starting to rewrite it because, if nothing else, I do find the subject matter amusing. And my muse for the, I hope, amusing musings, is my dear dog Peggy. Who gratefully this isn’t posthumously about when it could easily have been had I not taken her with me that fateful day. Losing a laptop, all personal and creative documents, all photos and all music was hard, but it would be nothing compared with losing a best canine friend. Oh golly goodness no. She’s priceless. So, as she looks up at me from her self-made bed on my discarded jumper by my desk, I’d better start writing about her.

Oh and yes, for the record, I now know exactly what iCloud is. I used to think ‘backing up’ was someone politely describing constipation, but now I am going to back up my introduction (three different ways) and crack on with this book. Again.
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