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            PREFACE

         
 
         There is nothing in the world like the feeling of making lots of people laugh out loud all at once. There’s also nothing in the world like the feeling of not making lots of people laugh at all, especially when they’ve been told that you’re going to, and that this is what you do for a living.
         
 
         It’s a lonely racket, but it’s also a way of life that has huge benefits. Apart from the laughter, the best bits of the job are the people you meet and the places you get to go. But these are also the worst bits of the job as well.
 
         The performing itself is an intense experience and you’ll only pull it off if you stay one step ahead of the crowd. This means that often you only realise what actually happened at a show on the way home or much later – that new laugh you got, the heckle you didn’t quite deal with, or what to say next time to a party of twelve men who are all dressed as Elvis and are talking too much. (By the way, it’s ‘Oi lads, a little less conversation’.) To represent this fractured state of mind the following journeys are described as they happen, but are also spliced together with flashbacks of what’s just gone before, a bit like extra portions of rice that keep on arriving in an Indian restaurant, well after you’ve moved onto dessert.
 
         Travelling, of course, can be instantly forgettable and you often arrive at a junction, station or airport with no recollection of ever having been there before, even though you must have been, many times. But as you travel between A and B on the great train of life, you do get the chance to reflect if you’re actually going anywhere, or just arriving very slowly at Aberystwyth station. You see, comedians are always waiting for something, either to arrive or to take off.
         
 
         This story isn’t about the jokes; it’s about the bits in between. Like all comics, the hero is appreciated by most of the people most of the time, and occasionally either irrationally adored or hated – neither for any good reason, usually. It may all be a bit less ‘rock and roll’ than you’re expecting, but in another way it will probably be a lot scarier than you can imagine (unless you’ve played Dartmouth Naval Training College on a Friday night).
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Perhaps I should be more interested in the science of my craft, how laughter works, and the complex psychology and physiology of what makes humans express elation in the form of abstract roars and sniffles. But, like my audiences, I don’t care too much for formulas or ‘recipes’. Besides, something that’s cooked up once won’t necessarily work again. It is essentially of the moment, to be consumed there and then – the right thing at the right time in the right place, you had to be there.
 
         I just wanted to describe what it’s like to try and make people laugh for a living, night after night in tiny clubs, huge theatres, on radio, television, in faraway places and even when large men stop you in the street and demand that you tell them a joke. Because whatever happens you’re on your own – it’s either the dejected loneliness of failure, or the exhilarating isolation of success.
         
 
         To succeed in this business you always have to be looking for a joke; always turning things upside down, holding them up to the light, and then smashing them on the ground to see if anything funny happens. This can be quite annoying to live with, apparently.
 
         You see, I’ve also tried to write about how all this can affect your relationships with family, friends and with the increasing number of voices in your head. How, once you learn to paralyse that part of your brain that connects blind terror with its effects on your body, it can become a compulsion. A giant ‘dare’ that gets out of hand and drives you forward at an insatiable gallop until you either win a race or more likely come unstuck at one of the fences. All around are rider-less horses and unseated jockeys, but you can only hear the frightening commentary in your ear of how someone else is way out ahead. (Yes, you also become obsessed with sculpting huge and elaborate metaphors, and then relentlessly hammer them home long after they have ceased to have any meaning.) Of course the harder you try to succeed the harder it is to admit defeat, and even in fits of pique when you declare that this time you’re really going to give up, the words seem to tumble out with all the unconvincing venom of a hotel hairdryer.
 
         For most of us it’s more than just a job where you can get free food, free beer and, if you’re not picky, free sex. It’s a relationship in itself, a passionate on-off romance with ideas, people and the image you project of yourself. It’s a game where you can make both instant friends and enemies. They know you, but you don’t know them. And yet they don’t really know you, but now you’re not sure if you know yourself, either.
         
 
         This is not The Diary of Anne Frank. Make no mistake, there have been far better people who have done nobler things in more difficult times. But this is the story of someone who did an odd job at a unique moment in history. Established orders were crumbling, cultures were clashing and the clowns stood tall in the mess. They were the dung beetles who rolled great big balls of the stuff and juggled them for money in far-flung places.
         
 
         Although adjusting the facts a little is often an occupational necessity, much of what’s described has not much more than a fake moustache and glasses to disguise its autobiographical nature. These are the thoughts of someone like me, in a world very similar to the one I know. The action happens over about ten years, and all the events happened either to me, someone I know or someone I’ve completely made up. Some characters are two people welded together like a dodgy car. I hope, at least, they are roadworthy and that the absence of any traceable histories gets me off the hook with the people concerned.
 
         But on the whole this is not some sort of autobiography; I’ll save that for another life. People often ask me what it’s like to do this job. Well, it’s a bit like this…

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CITY

         
 
         May 2004: London, by foot and car
 
         Noise, people, traffic – it’s like Piccadilly Circus round here! It is Piccadilly Circus round here. Buses, taxis, tourists – it’s like the ‘London’ of an American film, apart from the beggars, the fumes and a bubbling sense of menace. An unofficial conga shuffles along the pavement, funnelled by the railings and tinted with flickering neon, all to the beat of an unseen drum. Everyone is out, and looking for a Saturday night to remember.
         
 
         Jed the bouncer grips my hand briefly as I pass through the entrance of the Comedy Lounge. The huge cellar is filling up with groups of friends, stag-parties, rugby fans (there was a match today), couples, loners, groups of loners, tinkers, tailors, soldiers, sailors, rich men but no poor men – not at £15 a time. They are about to become ‘the audience’ – a special one-off assembly, dependent on a thousand arbitrary decisions. Down the stairs I go, side-stepping through the queue, through the double-doors, across the front of the bar then through the door at the side of the stage and into the dressing room. This is where the battle-hardened contract killers assemble and load their weapons.
         
 
         ‘How’s it going, Danny?’ I say. ‘Did Tina have that baby yet?’
 
         ‘Little girl, two days ago!’
 
         ‘Congratulations, mate!’
 
         ‘I’ve got photos!’
 
         ‘Uh oh, here we go…’
 
         These are my friends and we are all comedians.
 
         But there’s an unfamiliar face in the corner. I shake his hand. We all know the fear of being new, but he doesn’t seem to have any (usually a bad sign). He’s young and American, from ‘Chicago, Illinois’ (as opposed to all the other Chicagos).
 
         He gives the MC, Danny Bullen, a list of credits to announce before he goes on stage. Danny and I exchange glances – British crowds are unimpressed by this sort of thing, it sounds like boasting. The Yank looks in the mirror and begins to gee himself up.
 
         ‘Looking good, buddy!’
 
         Then he checks his clothes.
 
         ‘Turtle-neck, shoes, pants!’
 
         Looking the other way, I can’t help imagining a huge turtle coming ashore wearing only shoes and Y-fronts.
 
         While Danny warms up the crowd out front, Eric Bowman and I are filling each other in on the other gigs we’re doing this evening. Eric does this while crouching slightly, in his sharp navy suit, thrusting his chin towards the mirror and clipping out flecks of grey from his goatee with the tiny manicure scissors he keeps for this purpose. Everything about his appearance says that he’s made an effort. He has a good Roman nose and dark brown eyes, but like most comics his features don’t quite add up to good-looking. Rather he’s learnt to use the sum of the parts to play both ugly and handsome, which is sometimes labelled as charisma.
         
 
         I’m up first and am watching Danny finish a routine on the TV monitor – a porthole to a different world. It’s time to leave the decompression chamber and take my chances on the waves.
 
         ‘Here we go, this is me…’ I break off.
 
         ‘Have a good one,’ says Eric unconvincingly.
 
         In a moment of nervous solitude behind the black curtain I listen to Danny at work. I can’t see him but I can feel him pacing back and forth, expertly feeding the microphone cable through his fingers, like an Alsatian pretending to be tethered. His words and the crowd’s reaction make up a huge abstract symphony – the rhythm of the language, teasing and leading, a breath then a pause, but best of all the gaps are compliantly filled with huge condensed roars of appreciation. There he stands, impudent, in his jeans and T-shirt – everything about his appearance says that he hasn’t made an effort, that it’s all entirely spontaneous. I smile, not because I haven’t heard Danny’s jokes a hundred times before, but because I don’t think you ever get tired of the sound of joy. Now I want to play too.
 
         ‘Our first act is a very good friend,’ he booms from the stage. ‘One of the best acts on the comedy circuit today…’
 
         This is me.
 
         ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, Jerome Stevens!’
 
         Smiling, I whip back the curtain, bound onto the stage and, unravelling the cable, put the microphone to my lips.
 
         ‘It’s great to be here,’ I say, meaning it for possibly the first time in my career. You see, recently something happened to me on the other side of the world that made my life flash before my eyes.
         
 
         One by one, I begin to introduce my lines like old friends to the crowd, awakening the beast. Will it be a contented pussycat or perhaps an injured leopard? I throw it a drunk Australian heckler early on – ‘you see, this is why we sent them to Australia in the first place!’ – laughter and applause. The creature gobbles him up and then purrs contentedly, for now.
 
         
             

         
 
         For over a decade I’ve been doing this, bits of radio, telly – but mainly gigs, lots of gigs. New York, London, Paris, Melton Mowbray. I try not to talk to people from the audience after a show. (Spaz Benson loves it and often stands by the door saying goodbye as they leave.) But everyone has an opinion about whether you’re funny or not and they’ll often feel the need to tell you if they think you succeeded. For to try and make someone laugh is to attempt to win their affection, and if you fail – like a rejected suitor – they often think they owe you an explanation: ‘You’re not my type’ or ‘I’m seeing someone funnier’.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         A man laughs in the wrong place. Now the rest laugh at him. ‘Try and keep up, will you,’ I say.
 
         The crowd laughs again. Then he laughs on his own again.
 
         ‘Okay, fair enough, go at your own pace.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Some can be gushing in their praise, but others tell you by what they omit. ‘You had a good … slot on the bill, didn’t you?’
 
         Then there’s the timid fan who just wants to talk. ‘How did you get started? Where do you get your material?’
         
 
         The bargirl who couldn’t see me earlier when I tried to get served may now be smiling and trying to catch my eye. But it’s best not to get involved, not to be rude or stylishly aloof, because if you take their drinks and answer their questions their eyes soon glaze over, especially if you tell them the plain truth. The magic is broken.
 
         
             

         
 
         The tiny red light facing me on the ceiling has come on. Twenty minutes has nearly gone already. Time to wrap it up.
 
         
             

         
 
         For some there is even the shocking realisation that you’re not making it up as you go along. ‘You said a lot of those things last time I saw you.’ (Yes, that’s why it’s called an ‘act’.) Then there’s the enthusiastic drunk who offers you another joke you can ‘use’, but you know before they start that you won’t want to, and sure enough it always seems to go something like ‘There were these three Pakis…’
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘That’s all from me – thank you and goodnight!’
 
         
             

         
 
         Off the stage, through the dressing room, a nod to Liam the techy, then up the stairs two at a time – I’ve got to get round the whole city tonight. Now I’m running through Leicester Square, Oxford Street – the whole giant Monopoly set. Rickshaws, rotating crispy ducks, aromatic petrol fumes. If you think London has a big Chinatown you should see Shanghai! (Crispy ducks are easier to catch, by the way, you can hear them coming.)
 
         My car’s up in Tottenham Court Road, half a mile away, but I’m due on stage in Palmers Green in four minutes and it’s a half-hour journey. Rod the compere said he would keep talking until I get there. These places look so close together on a map when you book them in your diary three months before.
         
 
         Now I’m slaloming through a line of Hare Krishna devotees all banging their pots and pans. The leader has a cordless microphone headset – wonder if he claims that against tax? By Shaftesbury Avenue my feet are warming up inside my trainers, but my lungs are burning in the frosty air.
         
 
         Is this the best way a 38-year-old father of three can earn a living? Possibly. There’s nothing like bringing unexpected joy to strangers. Warming them, rubbing them together, up the wrong way – whatever it takes just to get them to somehow burst into laughter. An involuntary guffaw, a whimsical cackle and, on a good night, a breathless sob.
 
         
             

         
 
         The Grafton is a pub with a function room on top. Last time I was here, there had just been a Kosovan drug killing in the car park. Tough crowd. As I arrive the heater in the car is just beginning to clear the condensation on the windows. Fortunately the show is running late. (Shows never run early.) About seventy people are jammed into this tiny firetrap with its faded paint and peeling wallpaper. In truth, most are locals from bed-sit land, glad to have a reason to be in the pub. The pay is poor, but they were one of the first clubs ever to book me and Rod is a mate. Not that I would see him socially – no thanks.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The money? Yes, that’s in most people’s top three questions, whether they like to ask it or not. Well, there’s not much logic to it – I’ve done gigs for everything from a fiver to five thousand – and the one for five quid was a lot harder than the other one. One-offs are better paid, but it depends on where, when and who for – but most club slots come in at a hundred or two. (Although my wife Marita and I have always measured things in ‘pizzas’ – one pizza equalling about £5 – well it did when I started.)
         
 
         But generally comedians don’t buy lottery tickets – their whole lives are complex spread bets, with hundreds and thousands being potentially won and lost every week as gigs get cancelled or spring up at a moment’s notice.
 
         
             

         
 
         At the Grafton I bump into Steve ‘Animal’ Hatter. He’s a comic who deals in shock, letting rip torrents of filth and abuse that invariably divide a room. A self-proclaimed wild man of comedy. He takes a call backstage – is it his drug dealer or the leader of a Satanic cult?
 
         ‘No I don’t know where your homework is!’ he laughs, and then continues to hitch up his work jeans – the ones with the rips and the heavy metal badges.
         
 
         There are other comics who are exactly the same off-stage as they are on, cracking gags all the time, searching for material in front of any audience. But like a full English breakfast, you don’t want to face these guys every day. We are from all walks of life, except we got bored, angry or desperate and now we walk the silly walk. We were all told at one time or another ‘You should be a comedian’, but most of us still doubt it every time we have a wobbly gig. We are both insecure and arrogant, for even the most humble of us effectively says through our actions – ‘Let me entertain you!’ Also, we all knew someone funnier than us who gave up along the way.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The Grafton gig is straightforward. A small club is always at the mercy of a group that knows each other and can intimidate the rest of the room. There’s a large hen night in, but Rod has already addressed them. They’ve had their moment. I even try out some new stuff about kangaroos and pickpockets, which works well enough, but I’ll need to try it out a few more times to hone it down to a perfect economy of words. Now to get my money and go. Rod will pay you in coke if you want. I don’t.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Right then, now it’s Hemel Hempstead College. That’s just round the M25. What time? Check the contract. Hitchin College. Hitchin!? That’s thirty miles up the M1! The college phones. I put my foot down and only pull over to let a Royal Mail van past. Off the motorway, there’s a minefield of roundabouts. Years ago towns were guarded by a wall or a moat, but these days they keep out intruders with one-way systems and directions that point the way for a while then suddenly stop without reason, so their enemies just get bored and go home. Hitchin phones again.
 
         The compere is on stage guiding me in with his mobile. ‘Does anyone here know where Dunstan Crescent is?’ No. ‘Apparently, Jerome, you need to do a U-turn and go back up the dual carriageway, then turn right at Homebase.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Before I’ve realised it, the show has passed without incident. Although I hesitate a couple of times, thinking, ‘Have I done this bit already or was it at the last place?’ Some of these kids are not that much older than my son Reg. Must stop doing these student shows before ‘Dad’s the entertainment’. Did thirty-five minutes.
         
 
         Then back down the M1. At least I know the way this time. Apparently not – I still manage to get lost near Golders Green. Between shows my body is calm, but my brain is still fizzing with trial and error connections. Sleet is beginning to fall. If sleet was a comedian he could start by saying, ‘My mother was rain and my father was snow … which means…’ – no, there’s nothing in that. Meanwhile, the car heater is still vainly roaring against the condensation and each time I stop the whole windscreen is stained red by the brake lights of the car in front.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘What becomes of the broken-hearted?’
 
         An unusual heckle. It was two gigs ago now at the Grafton, but I’ve only just remembered it. What does become of them? I’ll be ready for that one next time. What becomes of the broken-hearted? They shout out stupid questions.
 
         
             

         
 
         Just make it back to Leicester Square in time for the second half of the late show at the Comedy Lounge. I snaffle down a burger and fries up to thirty seconds before I go on. It used to be that I couldn’t eat before a gig; this time I haven’t even finished what’s in my mouth. A quick look in the mirror, then I swing open the door and bound on to punch out my stuff for the fourth and final time tonight. The energy keeps up, but I’m not sure they know why they’re laughing and I count three people asleep. There’s also a party in from a pest exterminator company – rat catchers!
 
         ‘I’m not talking to you,’ I say. ‘It’s probably a trap!’
 
         Big laugh. Sometimes you think of things, sometimes you don’t.
 
         
             

         
 
         It’s 2.45 a.m. and I’m crossing Trafalgar Square to find my car, down by the Embankment this time. Once again, the freezing air cauterises my warm flesh. The pigeons are roosting now, turning a blind eye to those helping themselves to the Sunday papers dumped outside newsagents. There’s traffic all around, the dustmen are coming and the cleaners are re-emerging from their closets.
         
 
         I’ve just done four shows in five hours and driven over 120 miles through the labyrinth of Greater London. It’s fantastic to be back to normal. Except, because of what happened recently in a faraway country, I don’t think I’ll ever be the same again.
 
         Just then I run into that American open spot, who has clearly had a few drinks.
 
         ‘How did it go?’ I say.
 
         ‘It went okay, I guess…’
 
         He guesses wrong. At the late show Danny has already gleefully told me how he was booed off, and also how then, as MC, Danny had been able to use the phrase ‘I’ll bring the American back on!’ as a way of controlling the crowd.
 
         ‘Can you tell me how to get to Heathrow Airport? I’ve got casting in LA tomorrow.’
 
         It may be true, but he’s doing that boasting thing again. I think for a moment. ‘Circle line, that’s the one you want!’
 
         Well, that’s what I would have said not so long ago. Then I’d have phoned Spaz and we’d both have snorted out loud at the thought of him doing underground laps of the capital.
 
         Instead, I give him a lift to Hammersmith and tell him to wait for a tube.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            HIDDEN EXIT

         
 
         April 2004
 
         Yup, I would say it’s about the best heckle I’ve ever had – being put in a prison in China. The cell’s about six foot wide by eight foot long and ten feet high. Being taller than it is long makes it feel like you’re at the bottom of a well. It’s damp too. There’s a tiny window just beneath the ceiling. But to be honest, I’ve known worse dressing rooms. I’m only going to get through this ordeal if I’m grown up about it.
         
 
         Oh goodie, bunk beds! The drinks from after the show are beginning to kick in. A dog barks in the distance. Prison!? I’m reminded of the film The Shawshank Redemption, where Tim Robbins scoops his way out of his cell using only a spoon or something – must ask for any future meals to be eaten with a pneumatic drill.
         
 
         Still getting laughs in my head. It’s very cold in here. There’s a bad smell too. But I’m already beginning to construct the anecdote in my head. So far, so good – just need a funny ending now. Like looking into the next cell and seeing someone familiar. A comic, a promoter nobody likes. No! One of the guards recognises me from a gig in Huddersfield or somewhere – he has a word, gets me released, I sign a few photos and we all shake hands. That would be a good story.
         
 
         In the meantime, sitting on the bottom bunk, I try and work out what happened. After the show I’m chatting to some of the Brits. They’re friendly and seem genuinely grateful that someone has made the trip. It turns out that one of them went to my old school. His wife looks like a Chinese version of my cousin Cheryl … and he’s telling me about corruption in local government … but then there’s a disturbance at the back of the room. Someone’s shouting in Chinese. Just then four Red Army soldiers – straight out of a Bond film as far as I can see – march up to me. An older officer is behind them, smoking a cigar.
 
         ‘We take you to answer questions.’
 
         ‘W-What?’ I stammer, thrown by their uniforms and intensity.
 
         ‘You answer questions!’
 
         ‘What is it?’ I recover. ‘Quiz night?’
 
         But Gerry, the promoter, is getting upset.
 
         ‘You can’t take him. This is highly irregular, this has never happened before.’
 
         ‘Take him away!’
 
         I hear myself start a poor line about a ‘Chinese takeaway’ but it trails off as I’m pushed into the humid air outside. They shove me into the back of a lorry, but somehow it doesn’t quite seem real. Besides, I’ve always wanted a ride in the back of one of these trucks. It’s the sort that the Vietcong would ambush American soldiers from in Full Metal Hamburger, or one of those films. This could still all be a wind-up. Comics often stitch each other up – Spaz had Vince Griffiths kidnapped in Croatia when they were doing shows for the troops. (Hilarious, until Vince was threatened with rape.) No, it’s other comedians who get into scrapes, not me. They can disappear for days, wrestle strangers in the street or suddenly discover children they never knew they had. Not me, I’ve got responsibilities. Bills to pay, children I know I had.
         
 
         We bounce along pot-holed roads for several miles. This is a very elaborate wind-up. I try and catch the eye of one of the guards. He’s just a boy. None of them can be more than twenty years old. They’re not even looking at me. Don’t they know I was on ITV’s Big Talent Night? Twice!
         
 
         After about half an hour we arrive at what seems to be a police station. How bad can it be? They can torture me all they like. I’ll have to turn it into a diplomatic incident. Back home there will be benefit concerts and sponsored walks. ‘Release the Chinese One!’ Questions will be asked in Parliament, international pressure put on the Chinese government; I could release a hostage video for Christmas. They’ll never break me.
 
         Pushed towards the door, I topple over and bash my lip on the doorpost. THAT REALLY HURT! There’s blood. (Not quite as much as I think the pain deserves though.) This is real. Okay, enough, can we go back now? Bundled through several doors, the last one appears to be into a cupboard – I turn round as the door shuts; it’s a cell!
 
         
             

         
 
         It’s been half an hour now. The adrenaline has gone and I’m beginning to shiver. I grab a blanket, sniff it – and throw it down again. An image of Marita and the kids all tucked up asleep appears in a balloon above my head – but I prick it with an angry stab of self-righteousness. This is not my fault. It’s ridiculous. Or is it? No.
 
         Come on, ever since I’ve been working as a stand-up I’ve always feared that one day I would get found out. Perhaps this is it – a thousand nights of travelling, performing and leaving without consequence (like a hit and run driver) have finally caught up with me. Slowly I begin to rewind my steps, to the gig, to China and right back to the beginning.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            IN CASE OF BREAKDOWN STAY WITH VEHICLE

         
 
         May 1993: To Torquay by coach
 
         ‘Please God, may the venue burn down before I get there, amen.’ It’s only an open spot in Torquay. Five minutes, ten if it’s going well – unpaid. Well, it’s costing me of course. If I get away by eleven I can catch the last coach back.
         
 
         It’s stage time, you see – like learning to be a pilot, you’ve got to put in the hours. But also like a pilot, one mistake can result in you plummeting to earth in a fireball. Torquay is a long way to go to be humiliated. On the other hand, at least I don’t know anyone who lives there – apart from Great Auntie Pauline, but she won’t be dropping in by chance, not to the Bloody-Funny Club, she wouldn’t stand for that! Oh yes, and she died last Christmas, I remember now.
 
         I’m relishing every moment of this awful journey, like a condemned man who suddenly appreciates the beauty of nature on the morning of his execution. This is a lovely, fumy National Express coach, even though there’s no air conditioning and the cagoule of the huge man sitting next to me is rustling constantly. We’re touching. No, it doesn’t matter how much I try and pull away, his immense upper arm just expands to fill the space. And he smells of chicken soup. Which reminds me I haven’t eaten for twenty-four hours. Not sure I can do this. My palms are sweating and my stomach’s churning. This isn’t butterflies, there’s a flock of pterodactyls under my skin.
         
 
         ‘Business or pleasure?’
 
         What!? Oh no, he’s trying to start up a conversation! Leave me alone, will you? By his accent, he’s from down there in the West somewhere.
 
         ‘Er, business,’ I say.
 
         ‘Oh yes…?’
 
         ‘And none of yours’ is what I should have said, but then for some reason the nature of my whole ghastly quest just slips out. This is because I’m still in love with the idea of being a comedian.
 
         ‘Oooh,’ he says, very impressed. ‘The thing that amazes me about stand-up comedians is that they always seem to know exactly what to say.’
 
         ‘Really?’ I say, not knowing what to say now. (Well, a witty riposte will only mean I’ll have to talk to him for the whole journey.)
 
         
             

         
 
         I’ve only ever done three open spots. Two went okay and once I won a bottle of whisky in Sydenham. Not for making the thirteen people in the audience laugh, you understand, but because I was the only act who wasn’t booed off. We won’t count Greenwich two years before: the dry mouth, the forgotten words, apologising, and then the sheep noises starting in the crowd, louder and louder. I leave the stage, the building, run home and cry into a pillow. It’s a restless eighteen months before plucking up the courage to book in another slot.
 
         Each time on stage it’s a duel with panic – a struggle with the twin pythons of terror and amnesia, and the more you struggle the more they squeeze. The tremor in the voice, the mistimed breath, the cloying silences and then afterwards the shame – sympathy from maternal women, derision from older men and a wide berth from the promoter. You stick out like one of those street lamps that comes on too early. Yes, the painful truth is: the only way to get to be quite good at this is to be quite bad first.
         
 
         ‘Hardest job in the world that, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘What, oh yes, well they say so.’
 
         Three and a half hours of this.
 
         
             

         
 
         The traffic is slow out of London. Going through my act in my head sometimes I forget a whole chunk for no reason. A distraction – a classic car, or a poster for underwear. Then I remember where I’m going again. My stomach turns over. Perhaps the coach will be delayed – crash, maybe! That’d be good. Not my fault. Several somersaults down a bank and into a field. I picture myself helping others to safety, becoming a hero. The Press want to talk to me; someone shoves a microphone in my face. ‘Good evening…’ I’m on-stage again and my stomach turns over once more. Over and over like a coach rolling down a hill. Just then the short-sleeved driver changes gear, lurching me out of my unhappy fantasy.
 
         But occasionally, and just often enough, there’s a ‘woof’ – a burst of raw energy from a crowd, enough to knock you off your train of thought, but you daren’t bask in the effect of your own magic words. You soon learn to move on quickly, not to get caught in their headlights, to keep dancing in and out of the traffic of their reactions, and to save the basking for the journey home. Then there’s the frustration of a line not working two shows running. What’s wrong? Foxed, because a few groups of individuals are not the same as an audience – they each have their own peculiar in-jokes and loud-laughers.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         It’s an old coach. As the driver revs the engine, a black cloud of fumes envelops the car behind. The seats are covered with a fabric of tiny yellow, brown and red squares, ideal for concealing the stains and grime of decades. A single seat could keep a forensic scientist busy for months – countless strands of DNA, smears of hair product and the flakes of a thousand pasties.
 
         
             

         
 
         How did I get into this? Well it was my glorious best man’s speech at Ralph’s wedding wasn’t it? That was the thing that started this whole terrible adventure.
 
         ‘I’ve got a lot of people to thank, but I don’t want to read out a list of names in case I leave someone out or include someone who didn’t help at all!’ Great reviews from everyone. Yeah, several people said afterwards that I should ‘turn professional’. At the time it seemed like a chance to be good at something. But it turns out that the step up to performing in front of people you don’t know isn’t a step, but a sheer cliff-face.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Who are your comedy heroes then?’
 
         He’s very determined, and I hate that question. Plumbers don’t have plumbing heroes do they? Pretending to be asleep – that’s the only answer.
 
         
             

         
 
         It’s all my little sister’s fault. She was always brilliant at everything. Super Suzy, Jerome the joker. Everyone could see it, they tell me now. Yes, if you can’t compete – make a mess of things – pull a face for the camera, scribble across a birthday card, drop your trousers while doing the egg and spoon race. It made Suzy laugh as well. I’ve had to perform to be noticed. In the great race of life I’m definitely the one in the giant chicken costume, and not even for charity either. Yes, I’m the boy who does so badly in the high jump he has to pretend to be a limbo dancer.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The other passengers are all fascinatingly un-photogenic: from the fringes of society, too poor to afford a car or the train – students, grandparents and hapless loners down on their luck, refugees. At Victoria Coach Station other buses casually pulled up from Glasgow, Brussels and Prague all with the same sort of listless faces peering out of steamed up windows. I wish I’d arrived early now, and painted the surrounding pavements gold – just to freak them out when they stepped off the bus. But now it’s our turn – a glass corridor of peasants wafting west on a cloud of soot.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Tell us a joke then!’
 
         ‘What, no sorry I’m saving all my energy for tonight.’
 
         Why won’t he leave me alone? Shouldn’t have opened my eyes – that’s what it was.
 
         
             

         
 
         Cars have faces. I’ve always thought so. The headlamps are the eyes and the radiator or bumper is the mouth. Some look friendly and optimistic whereas others, usually depending on the angle of their headlamps, are angry and in a hurry. I’m probably an old Ford Cortina (slightly pensive); Suzy was always a Volkswagen Beetle, with a manner that put people at ease. Just as well – as a doctor, specialising in speech therapy, she’s had to take on cases that others have given up on. I’m proud of her, although I could never tell her that – I have my pride, as I say. (Rather, I always told her that if she were any good she would only rely on referrals by word of mouth.) We even wrote sketches together and recorded stupid radio programmes on the tape recorders that we got for Christmas 1978.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The coach is crawling through the suburbs of London. The safe suburbs, full of bakeries and hardware shops. I want to get off, buy a cake and eat it with a spade. There are seagulls in town today. Perhaps it was a rough night on the coast – probably another one tonight.
 
         
             

         
 
         We were brought up in Bexhill, Kent, and lived in the sort of suburban cherry blossom-lined avenue that’s full of people learning to drive. Where clammy-handed learners sit under humiliating signs like ‘DOREEN’ or ‘BARRY’ with a phone number underneath. It was a sunny childhood in a safe place, ideal for stalling, kangaroo jumps and seven-point turns. It’s changed a bit now – it’s all residents’ parking and more of an ethnic mix. But good old Mum and Dad are still there and are always keen to ‘bend over backwards’ if they can. I’m not sure they can so easily these days, but I’m saving that request up for a dull afternoon.
         
 
         Suzy married an unbearably sensible bloke called Keith and they live in Cambridge. He has a proper job – a marketing executive for a supermarket chain, and let’s just say he tends to see everything through Waitrose-tinted glasses. He doesn’t really get my ‘humour’ as he calls it, and once or twice I’ve looked out into an audience to see him straining at the stage as if I’m a pyramid of cut-price toilet rolls that he thinks need re-arranging. Suzy’s always next to him wide-eyed and chortling, which only adds to his awkwardness. But like a property developer she has seen Keith’s potential, and is slowly knocking off his corners. Well, he certainly doesn’t iron his jeans as much as he used to. Suzy gets on with Marita too. Sometimes better than I do. But then she would.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I am desperate to do this, to show everyone that there’s more to me than just being quiet. Yes, I’m a bit shy. People don’t talk about being shy these days. Well they wouldn’t would they? Oh I don’t want a grant, or a free parking space, but this is a real hurdle for me. Yes, I’ve always been scared of people, caught in the glare of their eyes, their questions having the power to jumble my brain. What am I doing then? Imagine my chat show. It’ll be awful. Hesitation, awkward silences, guests looking at their watches.
         
 
         No, I can do it. To spite them all, I have chosen this mountain to climb and perhaps it will heal something inside along the way. At least if you’re famous everyone gets to know you all at once, and that will surely save a thousand stilted conversations. But failure really would be misery.
 
         
             

         
 
         At last the coach breaks the seal of the M25. Now the traffic flows freely. All around trees, grass, sheep … sheep noises – my stomach turns over.
 
         Hang on, now I seem to have completely forgotten what’s funny and what’s not. Jokes I know work seem suddenly like random collections of words. Other observations, fuelled by adrenaline, receive standing ovations from the compliant audiences of my imagination.
         
 
         Vans overtake, driven by people with real jobs. Builders, couriers, florists, all employed and enjoying the ride. But, unlike comedians, no one grabs a florist by the arm after they’ve just finished work, looks them in the eye and says, ‘You’re shit!’
         
 
         That’s the trouble – everyone can be funny in certain situations. Everyone has felt the warmth of friends’ laughter – it looks like it could be easy. But already I’ve learnt that finding funny words is not even half the problem. The more elusive treasure is being able to produce an atmosphere where people will laugh at them.
         
 
         We pass a convoy of army vehicles. Why do they always have their lights on? Do they think we can’t see them in their camouflage?
 
         
             

         
 
         Ralph tells it like it is. He employed me one summer in his plumbing business, but come the autumn he gave me the sack. He reckoned I should get on and do the comedy thing if I was going to do it. Didn’t thank him at the time, I thought it would be good to have something to fall back on. But he was right – then I had to make it work and it sent me all the quicker scampering up the foothills of entertainment.
         
 
         Any other jobs since have just been a means to an end. Oh yes, I’ve known the joys of filling a skip, weeding a garden as light breaks on a freezing November morning, and licking envelopes until my tongue feels like a block of wood. Yes, I have to do this, even if for now it feels like climbing up a wet cliff-face in the dark, while wearing flip-flops.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Do you know Ronnie Corbett?’
 
         Cagoule man is back.
 
         ‘What? Not really.’
         
 
         He says he might even pop along this evening. Imagine getting no laughs at all, and all you can hear is the distant sound of a rustling mac, as he shifts impatiently from one enormous buttock to the other. He’s the sort who would tell you exactly what he thought of it afterwards, too.
 
         ‘Would you like some soup?’ he says, undoing a series of elastic bands that are holding a plastic bag around a Thermos flask.
 
         ‘No thanks.’
 
         ‘Hey, everyone, this lad’s a comedian!’
 
         A few other passengers turn round, and then look away incredulously.
 
         Then he shouts into his soup. ‘But I’ve been sat here for two hours and I haven’t laughed once!’
 
         A few of them half-smile.
 
         He gives me a cheeky sideways grin, but now he’s got soup on his beard. Hope it’s soup.
 
         I could always kill him. That would get me out of tonight. They’d have to stop the bus, call the police. The trial would grip the nation. But then what if, when I took the stand, I made the jury laugh? Then I’d never forgive myself.
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         Shanghai is unfinished. Skyscrapers spring up like bean-shoots into the smog that rises from huge twisting double-storey freeways, which carry a constant flow of taxis, vans and bicycles. The sky seems permanently overcast, as if it’s given up putting on a show for a disinterested city.
         
 
         Sure, we all know about China – China and India – how well they’re doing, what a great future they have – like successful cousins your Mum goes on about. Resident associations don’t seem to hold much sway here, and using a horn isn’t exactly a last resort either, but simply means ‘Hello, I’ve got a car’. Mopeds join in with more flatulent notes. Oh, and it all smells of a mixture of noodles and urine.
 
         A few years ago no one really drank coffee here. Now there’s a Starbucks on nearly every corner. But the place is both familiar and alien in equal measure. There are ancient backstreets – an unplanned hash of pagoda curves and corrugated shacks, all soaked for centuries in wood smoke and spices. The sudden hiss of a wok, the flutter of a nervous pigeon, the crunching of gears in an old man’s throat as he hawks onto the pavement. On the other hand, the clouds, office blocks and the department stores are pretty much the same as Luton. But I suppose what impresses me most is that there are so many Chinese, and also how difficult it is to grasp how many thoughts, words, meals and lives have all gone before, and none of them with any reference to me, or anyone I know.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Two shows at The Carnaby Street, an ex-pat pub in the old part of town. A watering hole for swapping gossip and watching live English football – all within a vast foreign desert. It’s an outpost of home more British than Britain. The Queen’s portrait hangs on the wall next to a poster for a St George’s Day Disco. The staff are all Chinese of course, and I wonder what they make of it – the equal pride and disdain with which ex-pats celebrate their culture. Also I wonder how they feel about local teenage girls who couple themselves with middle-aged Western men. How would the lads of Essex react, for instance, if all the town’s top tottie disappeared off on the arms of rich Chinese businessmen?
 
         We’re here for less than a week. There’s a gig, then three days off before another one in a different part of town. (Six days is usually about the right amount I find, before me and my stomach start to complain.)
 
         I’m here with Arnie Zoot, a bachelor who doesn’t like foreign food, or get up before noon. (Why did he come?) Like many comics he doesn’t drink either. Not because he never did, but because he’s been there, done that, stained the T-shirt. He’s also a fairly stereotypical Australian, which is probably a harder habit to kick, although it would be interesting to see if he could go ‘cold turkey’ for a week – you know, only whispering, and never mentioning how much sunnier it is where he comes from.
 
         His act is a slick and cheery description of the differences between men and women. He expertly plays the sexes off against each other, soliciting shrieks and jeers in equal measure. He’s good company, when he’s awake, but for the most part I’m sightseeing on my own.
         
 
         On Monday, I visit a market downtown. There are pitiful stalls displaying a few mouldy vegetables and the odd scrawny chicken. I walk into one shack to see what’s in three red plastic bowls at the back. Nothing – it’s the bowls that are for sale. There’s a stale warm smell like a half-remembered school dinner. Now a middle-aged man is smiling and his wife is tugging at my sleeve. ‘Special price,’ she bleats. Why would I want three red plastic bowls?
         
 
         Just then, I’m saved as Gerry the promoter rings. A gig’s come up in Guangdong Province, tomorrow – somewhere beginning with ‘X’. It’s a few hours away by plane – for some oil-workers, pay’s okay, and I’d be back in time for the weekend show in Shanghai.
 
         He’ll come with me. Do I fancy it? Why not?
 
         That afternoon it’s back to the airport and onto the sort of internal flight that goes missing, and then only makes about fifth or sixth item on the BBC News. I’m the only person on the plane with brown hair, which will at least make identification of the body slightly easier.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘X’ turns out to be like Shanghai but without the fresh air. There’s plenty of building going on here too, mostly in collaboration with Western companies. The engineers and architects employed by the oil company to build a refinery are desperate for anything that sounds like home. I oblige, and even the mention of ‘Marmite’ gets a cheer. Not a standing ovation exactly but at the end many of them clapped with their hands above their heads.
 
         Then it all kicked off. Gerry had mentioned that the not-so-secret police often sit in. (They’re the only nationals who aren’t behind the bar.)
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Thirty-six bricks high, eighteen bricks long. The other side is thirteen wide and thirty-two high (the inaccessible window accounting for the spare four bricks). On one side there’s a thin shelf. What for? The door is metal and cold to the touch.
 
         There’s no writing on the wall by previous prisoners. I thought you were supposed to score off the days in bunches of five or is that only in cartoons? Perhaps nobody’s been in here longer than a day. Or no previous occupant has been able to write – illiterate, or too badly beaten up. I’ll record the hours. That should throw any future archaeologist. Two already.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I’ve spent years in this job trying to place myself in the right place at the right time, but it turns out the wrong place at the wrong time has come up first. Suddenly what I do for a living seems very light and frivolous. Stupid, even.
 
         Just then I remember Gerry explaining how they deal with petty criminals round here. The thief is put on the back of a lorry, surrounded by soldiers and then driven back to the scene of the crime. After everyone’s had a good look they’re driven off and never seen again. Perhaps I’ll be taken back to the venue, and then taken out and shot for using too many puns. Fair enough.
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