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Foreword

Hello, North America. Welcome to a very special edition of Nerd Do Well and to a foreword I am writing just for you. This isn’t in the original British version of the book, which is a good thing because the whole ‘Hello, North America’ salute would be lost on them, or else they might assume I was being ironic and making a comment about how North American culture has had such an influence over our own; we have become a sort of miniature facsimile of it, aping its cultural ephemera like an aspirational younger sibling. Ironic in itself considering Britain is culturally ancient and collectively cynical whilst contemporary North American society is relatively young and brash like a teenager: full of opinions, optimism and self-confidence.

A confused metaphor, I know, but it explains our respective attitudes towards sarcasm and irony. I often find myself irked by my countrymen when they snootily insist that North Americans don’t ‘do’ irony. This simply isn’t true; there is a rich vein of dry and ironic humo(u)r which permeates the North American cultural output. The difference is simply a social one and I believe it goes back to the relative ages of our respective nations.

As a mishmash of ancient European tribes and migrated global villagers, the British are possessed of a certain suspicion when it comes to emotion. This is most likely a result of our being continually annexed, conquered and forced to defend our sovereignty against incursion. I’m not sure why we suffer this ignominy—the weather’s very erratic and the service is terrible.

Perhaps it’s the historical product of our rise to imperialist superpower and subsequent redesignation to small island nation with an emperor-sized ego. Our trust has been smashed too many times by smiling ‘visitors’ whose intentions have been less than honorable. We don’t buy sentimentality anymore, we simply don’t trust it. Consequently, we are extremely dry as a nation and treat our emotions like chronic acne: something to be covered up, ignored or made fun of.

The US on the other hand has for the most part won its dustups or else saved the day. It certainly isn’t accustomed to defeat. As a result, it isn’t particularly prone to flinching. This also explains why when things don’t go its way America demonstrates such a huge amount of public soul-searching, as events are cathartically replayed through art and discussion (I talk about this later in relation to Star Wars. Yes, that’s right, Star Wars). Even the weight of emotional baggage is not enough to dampen the American spirit, and the national psyche remains as proud of its emotional demonstrations as ever, seemingly not feeling the need to mask them with wry comments and selfdeprecation like its smaller, older brother.

It explains why when irony is used in North America, particularly in the US, it is often qualified by the phrase ‘just kidding’—a verbal emoticon to clarify intent and ensure no offence is taken. We British are inclined not to be so selfpossessed and instead rely on the other person to perceive the subtext, almost daring them to not get the joke, to feel slighted and foolish for having no apparent sense of humo(u)r. This breeds  a very dry society where everyone is simultaneously emotionally confrontational and defensive. Sound familiar?

Why am I waxing philosophical about the emotional complexities of our respective landmasses? Well, fact is, my American publisher requested I write a foreword for this edition of Nerd Do Well and stipulated that it should be about fifteen hundred words long and, to be perfectly honest, I really didn’t know what to write. I’m guessing they want me to preface the book with a disclaimer-type introduction to paper the cracks left by any details lost in translation. There will be a few specific, often parochial, references that I would expect any Brit to decipher with ease that might crease the brow of our special relations but that’s not a terrible thing.

The world is a much smaller place since the dawn of the Internet and any queries you might have can be answered in milliseconds using a search engine. Maybe it’s that same sense of overcautiousness that inspired PBS’s Masterpiece Theatre to bookend its imported British programming with an elderly gentleman sitting beside a fireplace, installed there to explain why Mr. Darcy is so mercilessly rude to Elizabeth Bennett or why those folks in puffy shirts talk funny. That’s what this foreword is: a patronizing old fireside fart.

You get it though, don’t you? I really don’t have to explain small linguistic discrepancies like the inclusion of letter ‘u’ to colour and humour, or ‘s’ where you yourselves might employ a zed (sorry, zee). These are just older ways of spelling words not yet shortened in favo(u)r of economy. Or why, when I talk about my pants, I’m actually talking about my underwear and not my trousers, which is what we crazy Brits call pants. We know all this, it’s old news.

If I wanted to say anything, I suppose it would be how happy I am to be releasing this book over here. It means that I have attained a degree of relevance across the pond, something many  artistes strive for in the UK. Much is often made of ‘breaking America’. Bands go off on epic tours, actors defect to Hollywood, much to the pride/disdain of our press. Making it in America is sometimes considered to be the pinnacle of achievement, a sort of ultimate goal. North America offers an interesting proposition for us cynical islanders: a huge area full of opportunity and promise, where more people speak English than there are in England. The rest of Europe doesn’t get the same potential for cultural expansion. The Spanish perhaps in California, and the French will always have a place in Canada, but no other nation has access to being foreign yet familiar as the British do in North America.

When Shaun of the Dead received its North American release in the fall of 2004, we had no idea it would strike such a chord with audiences; perhaps it didn’t theatrically, but certainly on DVD. Constructed lovingly and without cynicism from established tropes harvested from American horror cinema, a process that made the film at once recogni(s)able and exotic. It was America through a (beer) glass darkly. It wasn’t really our intention as such, more a by-product of our very British affection for the films of New York City-born filmmaker George A. Romero. Whatever our motive, the result was a film that was simultaneously strange and familiar to audiences across the Atlantic.

Ultimately, this kind of cultural cause and effect is entirely what this book is about. As a child I consumed American-made entertainment voraciously. That process of the strange and familiar works both ways and our shared language enabled me to experience an exotic, exciting far-off land, to get lost in its wide streets and cheer on its heroes—handsome, exciting individuals that made our own homegrown efforts seem bland and familiar by comparison. Much of what I relate in these pages, particularly after early childhood, details how I wound up  participating in the fairyland I had spectated as a boy and, for the most part, will be very familiar to you. What small specificities confound you will in no way impede your enjoyment.

It’s the bigger picture that’s important here. Dreams and wishes, loves and desires, destiny manifesting itself in a way that might seem fateful to a dreamer or a hippy. Whether or not you are familiar with The Wombles, The Clangers or what a trip to the local baths entails is really not something I’m worried about. In fact, it’s fair to say, I really don’t give a fuck.

Just kidding. ☺

SP 03/02/11
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The cave seemed to go on forever, a vast tectonic bubble receding to an infinity of shadow. Powerful spotlights lit various areas where trophies and keepsakes hinted at past adventure and an array of impressive vehicles gathered: an awesome assemblage of potential and kinetic energy. Elsewhere, the blackness folded in on itself, swirling into corners, endless, impenetrable, much like the mind of the man who sat at its flickering heart.

The hub was comprised of a central console, surrounded by various readouts and screens. Data from across the globe ticked into the mainframe to be displayed, analysed and evaluated by the figure sat in thoughtful repose amid the array. This was his lair, his base, the place he felt most relaxed, most centred, most at home; it was like the Bat Cave but with faster Wi-Fi.

Simon Pegg scanned the myriad infoscreens, searching, penetrating, squinting in a way that made him even more handsome. Across the feedbank, a dizzying strobe of information flickered before his, steel blue with a hint of rust, eyes. Stocks and shares rose and fell, disasters, wars, a cat attacking a baby on YouTube, an old woman ravaged by hunger holding out her hands in supplication to a faceless militia man, impassively pointing a rifle at her head.

‘It’s not fair,’ Pegg’s bitter mumble cracked across his lips. ‘That cat should be put down!’

‘There’s a telephone call for you, sir,’ a metallic voice chirped over the intercom.

‘Jesus, Canterbury,’ Pegg yelped, ‘can’t you make a ding-dong noise or something? It really makes me jump when you just speak like that.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ apologised the faithful robotic butler, ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Pegg, putting his feet up on the dashboard and pretending not to be freaked out. ‘Who is it? Lord Black, I suppose, with another fiendish plot to bring about the end of the world.’

‘No, sir,’ replied Canterbury patiently.

‘Good,’ huffed Pegg. ‘I hate that twat.’

‘It’s your editor, sir. Ben from Century,’ replied the automaton gravely.

‘Holy shit,’ muttered Pegg darkly.

‘Shall I bring the phone down, sir?’ enquired Canterbury.

‘Can’t you just patch it through?’ whined Pegg like a teenager who didn’t want to go to the shops for his mum because he was about to have another wank.

‘No, sir,’ replied Canterbury. ‘It’s on your iPhone, which was down the side of the sofa in the drawing room.’

‘I wondered where that was,’ said Pegg, brightening slightly. ‘Bring it down.’

‘Very well, sir,’ returned Canterbury, seemingly unaffected by Pegg’s erratic mood shifts.

‘Oh, and bring me a Coke Zero,’ said Pegg, signing off.

He scratched his chin and narrowed his eyes, knowing full well what Ben from Century wanted and worrying  slightly that his editor would think his telecommunications system was rubbish. On one of the infoscreens another YouTube baby emitted a classic guff, firing a cloud of talc into the air from its freshly powdered anus. Pegg laughed hysterically for two minutes before his guffaws subsided and he wiped the tears from his eyes, thus missing CCTV footage of an armed robbery approximately two miles down the road. He eased his demeanour back into seriousness with a loud sigh, and then shook his head with a chuckle, remembering the cloud-farting baby.

‘DING-DONG,’ said Canterbury over the intercom.

‘FUCK!’ said Pegg, clutching his heart dramatically. ‘I didn’t mean say “ding-dong”, I meant get a thing that makes a ding-dong noise.’

‘It seems to me, sir,’ reasoned Canterbury, trying not to sound patronising, ‘that any noise I employ to alert you to my presence will sound without warning and give you a fright.’

‘What do you want, Canterbury?’ growled Pegg.

‘We’ve only got those Diet Cokes sir, the ones reserved for guests,’ replied his faithful mechanised friend.

‘Gak!’ retched Pegg, ‘Everyone knows Diet Coke marketing specifically targets women and effeminates and I am neither.’

‘There is regular Coke sir,’ offered Canterbury. ‘The Ocado man delivered a six pack by mistake.’

‘You allowed fatty Coke into this house?’ Pegg whispered, secretly pleased.

Canterbury said nothing.

‘I suppose it will have to do,’ huffed Pegg quickly, ‘but check the order next time. Remember that whole Volvic/Evian debacle?’

Pegg’s response was met with an impassive acknowledgement from his chamberlain and silence fell across the cave once more. Pegg felt a tinge of guilt in his gut and fingered the intercom.

‘Canterbury?’

Nothing.

‘Come on, Canterbury, I know you can hear me,’ insisted Pegg. ‘It’s not like you can hang up, the com-link’s inside your head . . . Canterbury?’

An electronic bell sounded to Pegg’s right, making him jump. The door to the elevator opened revealing Canterbury holding an iPhone and a Coke.

‘Why didn’t you answer me, Canterbury?’ enquired Pegg, barely concealing a smile.

‘I was in the elevator,’ replied the stuffy robot who was absolutely nothing like C-3PO, ‘the signal’s not very good.’

Canterbury stood at roughly six foot tall; his torso was a barrel of sleek black metal, his arms and legs, an array of titanium bones and functional hydraulics. Despite being a super-advanced AI processor, driving a fully articulated, humanoid endoskeleton, there was something old-fashioned about his appearance, as if he’d been built in a bygone age or had stepped out of the film Robots, starring Ewan McGregor and Robin Williams. In an effort to make him appear more modern, Pegg had welded a small flashing stud to the automaton’s left aural receptor. He had regretted it later but found it hard to remove. It was the eighties when he had installed the accessory, a time when men wearing earrings was cool and not in the least bit twatty.

Pegg smiled that famous smile that inspired instant sexual arousal in women and turned men into benders.

‘I’m sorry I got annoyed about the fatty Coke, Canterbury,’ Pegg said.

‘Quite all right, sir,’ replied Canterbury, and although not possessing a mouth in the human sense, his oral cavity being represented by a slot, behind which was positioned a vocal synthesiser, Pegg couldn’t help feeling his old automated companion was smiling.

‘Your phone, sir,’ said Canterbury, passing over the handset. Pegg winked at the shiny butler as he put the iPhone to his nicely sculptured ear.

‘This is Pegg,’ said Pegg.

‘Have you done it yet?’ said an unpleasant voice at the other end of the line.

‘Mmmmm?’ said Pegg innocently.

‘You were supposed to have written the ten thousand words by this morning’, the voice continued like a sex pest.

‘Yes, but – ’

‘That was the deal, Simon. If you don’t meet your deadlines I’m going to have to ask you to return your advance. I don’t care if you are a rugged, sexually devastating superhero.’

‘Relax, Ben, I have it all under control,’ countered Pegg, his voice suddenly resembling that of Roger Moore (in the seventies).

‘I’m not so sure,’ snarled the voice. Pegg detected an air of smugness in the voice of Ben from Century (a subsidiary of Random House Publishing).

‘Are you a bummer tied to a tree?’ enquired Pegg smoothly.

‘What?’ Ben replied.

‘Answer the question,’ insisted Pegg patiently. ‘Are you a bummer tied to a tree?’

‘No,’ faltered Ben.

‘BUMMER ON THE LOOSE!’ trumpeted Pegg, terminating the call with a triumphant flourish.

Pegg chuckled, then looked across at Canterbury, a hint of sadness in his eyes.

‘Looks like I’ll be going up to the office for a while,’ Pegg sighed. ‘Will you be OK?’

‘Of course, sir,’ replied Canterbury. There was an almost imperceptible catch in his voice, a flicker of static in his vo-com that others would have missed. Pegg heard it, though, and it warmed his heart.

‘I guess I won’t have to drink this after all,’ Pegg winked at Canterbury, handing back the fatty Coke. His face stiffened as he punched up the recent calls menu on his phone and dialled the number for Century.

‘You win for now but believe me, four-eyes,’ whispered Pegg to his bespectacled literary contact, ‘this isn’t over.’

‘I’m glad you’ve decided to see sense, Simon. I expect those ten thousand words in the morning.’

Pegg hung up without saying goodbye, which was impolite and he knew it. He also did the finger at the phone and said a rude word.

‘Will you be gone long, sir?’ Canterbury enquired.

‘Not if I can help it,’ replied Pegg, standing up to reveal his great body which was muscular but not too big (like Brad Pitt in Fight Club). ‘I just need to find a little inspiration.’




Indecisions, Indecisions 

It was never my intention to write an autobiography. The very notion made me uneasy. You see them congesting the bookshop shelves at Christmas. Rows of needy smiles, sad clowns and serious eyes, proclaiming faux-modest life stories, with titles such as This Is Me, or Why, Me?, or Me, Me, Me. I didn’t want to do that, it’s not really me. And who cares anyway? I don’t and I’m the faux-modest sad clown with the needy smile and serious eyes who has to write the damn thing. There’s something presumptuous in writing an autobiography, as if people’s interest in your life is a given. Fair enough if your life is full of orgies; and murder and murder orgies, you can assume a little interest from outside; that stuff flies off the shelves. However, geeky boy comes good? I didn’t see the appeal.

What I actually wanted to do was write fiction about a suave, handsome superhero and his robotic butler. The story of a tricked-out vigilante, with innumerable gadgets, a silver tongue and deadly fists; like Batman without the costume and a more pointed ‘gay subtext’. Sure, it’s not particularly original but it’s far more interesting than my life. I don’t even have a robotic butler. Not any more.

The literary public would be far better served with heroic tales  of daring, midnight infiltrations and hip-smashing sexual prowess. The man I met from the publishing company, however, thought it would be better to write something a little more personal, more real.

‘Oh boring,’ I screamed at him, clearing my desk in one decisive swipe. How could my own mundane personal experience possibly outstrip the adventures of a man with a bullwhip and forty throwing knives concealed in the lining of his snugfitting dinner jacket? ‘Trust me,’ said Ben, winning me over with a smile that reminded me of Indiana Jones and subsequently that I had subconsciously stolen the bullwhip thing from Raiders of the Lost Ark.

I liked Ben as soon as I met him. He was big, specky and friendly. Like a Guardian journalist who had turned into the Incredible Hulk while maintaining his smart, liberal sensibility, rather than succumbing to dumb monosyllabic grunts, like someone who writes for Nuts magazine. I knew we were going to get on after our first meeting, during which my dog Minnie honked up a disgusting heap of canine spew all over my office sofa. He laughed nervously and pretended not to be nauseated by the stink, for which I was immediately grateful. Minnie isn’t a sickly dog, she chucks up with a corresponding frequency to myself (once every few months) and she doesn’t even drink as much as I do. I appreciated Ben’s tolerance of her gastric faux pas and thus trusted his judgement of my proposed book idea.

An autobiography then, I chin-scratched, weighing up mild naffness in the face of not writing anything at all. Ben offered an angle: an account of my journey from ordinary nerd to nerd participating in the world that made him nerdy in the first place. I liked this. The circularity appealed to me as a narrative device. I am often struck by the irony of my adult life in light of my childhood passions. Also, I secretly intended to ignore his suggestion and  write about the superhero anyway. Resolving to humour him with the biographical stuff and sneak the real book in between the cracks. It might just work.

Much of what is written about me, usually during spurts of promotion, seems to dwell on the idea of an ordinary, guy-nextdoor, non-Hollywood, unattractive loser, somehow succeeding in this fabled land of facile opportunity, despite being handicapped by having red hair (I don’t) and severe physical deformity (my wife thinks I’m handsome). So many articles begin with a passage about why I should not have succeeded, due to my lack of ‘Hollywood’ good looks, as if that has anything to do with being an actor.

And herein lies my initial reluctance to pen something biographical as opposed to fantastic. I’m not entirely comfortable with the ‘fame tax’. There seems to be a consensus these days, a received wisdom, unquestioned even by those who are victim to it, that all actors do what they do because they want to be famous. Not because they enjoy the process but because they crave the product – not even the product, the consequence of the product, which is fame – and by this compulsion are considered to be ‘show-offs’, deserved of some kind of punitive comeback for their desire to be adored. It is as if some ancient rule setter folded his arms back when the concept of celebrity was emerging and said, ‘OK, you can be famous, but by way of payment, you must surrender your private life and be willing to talk about it as if everyone is entitled to know.’ I don’t think that’s particularly fair.

I hate it when I am asked about my family. I get all sweaty and agitated and subtly try to deflect the question towards my dog, whose private life I am willing to sacrifice because she doesn’t read heat or watch E!. She doesn’t consume any kind of media, be it entertainment or factual, although she did once watch the opening moments of John Carpenter’s The Thing, mainly because it was on a really big TV and involves a husky dog running across a snowfield being chased by a helicopter.  She wasn’t particularly concerned with the narrative context – a seemingly innocent and ordinary dog is pursued across the tundra by desperate Norwegian scientists who, we later learn, rightly believe the hapless pooch to be a shape-shifting alien life form intent on assimilating the entire human race. To Minnie it was just a dog running around in the snow. If she thought anything it would have been ‘When did it snow? And where did that big window come from?’ Of course she thought neither because dogs can’t process abstract concepts, as much as we’d like to think they can. How could she think in such sophisticated terms? Her favourite pastime involves eating socks. See, there I go again. It’s like a linguistic screen saver. Whenever my brain switches off I start talking about my dog. It happens all the time in interviews, as this extract from a recent interrogation demonstrates.

Journalist: So, you recently had a baby. What’s it like being a father?

Me: My dog likes eating socks!



However, this book will require me to talk about my private life as well as my working life, since the two are inextricably linked. Events in my private life have greatly affected my creative decisions over the years, and in early life my decision to be creative. As such, this book is likely to be associative, in that it will hop around like a dog with a sock, as different events call to mind various forebears. For instance, when I was very small I used to fantasise about having a dog, to the extent that I used to confer with the phantom pooch while walking down the street. This eventually crept its way into Spaced, a sitcom I wrote with my friend Jessica Hynes (née Stevenson). Midway through the first series, Jess’s character Daisy decides she wants a dog, having played out similar fantasies to my own as a small girl. The dog she eventually  purchases is a miniature schnauzer, which she calls Colin (played convincingly by a two-year-old bitch called Ada).

Years later, I decided to similarly realise my childhood fantasy and add a dog to our family unit. Due to my wife Maureen suffering a mild dog allergy, we needed a breed that didn’t shed. I immediately thought of Ada, who had not only been a delight to work with but also didn’t leave hair everywhere. So, in May 2007, we drove out to a farm in Buckinghamshire and adopted a seven-week-old miniature schnauzer bitch. Her Kennel Club name was Wicked Willow but we called her Minnie. That’s a double circle right there: life is imitated by art, which in turn is imitated by life, life then directly affects art due to my pushy stage-mother insistence that Minnie break into cinema. She was fired from How to Lose Friends & Alienate People (2007) for being too boisterous, cut out of Paul (which was shot in 2009), but finally made it into John Landis’s period murder comedy Burke and Hare (2010), in which she expertly portrays a Regency period street mutt. Strange to think such consequences were born from the idle fantasies of a dogless child.1 That was pretty personal, although it was still about Minnie.

There have been many of these moments of circularity in my life. I have so often found myself in situations whereupon I internally lament not owning a time machine that would enable me to travel back into the past and inform my younger self of future ironies. It’s actually been a long-held fantasy of mine. We generally experience life in increments; we learn gradually as our reality evolves; there are rarely great leaps that shock us. Take the iPod for instance. If my older self had appeared in my bedroom, out of a glowing, electro-static ball in 1980, just as my ten-year-old self was lowering the needle of his red briefcase record player on to the tar-black surface of Adam and the Ants’ Kings of the Wild Frontier and produced a sleek little super matchbox that could hold not just Messrs Ant and Pirroni’s second, and arguably best, album, but the entire back and future catalogue of not just Mr Ant but twenty thousand other dandy highwaymen, I would have seen it as being some kind of joke (that’s if the sudden appearance of an old me in an electro-static time ball hadn’t already convinced me otherwise).

Remember when only a few people had mobile phones. Generally regarded as an object of derision, you would occasionally see business types clutching these ridiculous grey bricks to their faces and mutter to yourself, ‘What a prick.’ Nowadays, an eyebrow hardly flutters when we see a ten-year-old child happily texting away. You probably wouldn’t notice anyway; you’d be too busy downloading an app that could definitively pinpoint who it was that had just farted in your Tube carriage.

Wouldn’t it be great to grant someone the joy of truly appreciating the future, of surprising them with a turn of events that wasn’t heralded and predicted through logical development? Getting to meet and work with Steven Spielberg was the culmination of many events, which had pretty much prepared me for it, and yet, if I could have travelled back in time and told the excitable young boy who had just watched Raiders of the Lost  Ark that one day in the future the man who created this brilliant piece of cinema would call you on your mobile phone (I probably wouldn’t even notice the mobile phone part, I would have been so apoplectic with joy at getting to speak to the man who so spectacularly melted all those Nazis), I can only imagine the sheer joy and excitement that would have consumed me. It’s not as if I didn’t throw a complete nerdgasm when it actually happened, but to my younger, less mature self, with no idea where my career would take me or even a real idea of what a career might be? Surely, I would have burst into flames and melted like a Nazi right there and then. Thus, I will revisit those key times during childhood and retroactively try to inspire the wonder that would have been, had I been given access to an electro-static time ball, let’s call it an ESTB (the idea and name for which I have copyrighted, by the way. In case I accidentally invent it in the future which, believe me, I do).

Despite all of this divulging of long-held secrets, what you won’t be reading about in this book are salacious details of, say, for example . . . my first sexual experience.




Warning Signs 

My first sexual experience involved a girl I shall not name, so as to preserve her dignity. Let’s call her Meredith Catsanus, which, let’s face it, couldn’t possibly be her real name or that whole dignity-preservation thing would be a complete waste of time.

Meredith and I had been friends since the age of seven. Even at such a young age I felt the first tentative stirrings of physical attraction towards another human being, rather than towards a picture of Princess Leia or my Tonto action figure2 when he wasn’t wearing his little beaded suede two-piece outfit with the fringe. There was something about Meredith that really fascinated me. Possibly the fact that she looked a bit like Barbra Streisand, but perhaps more the way her hair fell down across one side of her face, covering her right eye, making her look   cute and demure, or perhaps to hide a hideous disfigurement (like Batman’s popular adversary Two Face, he of the bisected personality/physiognomy). I was seven years old and would have found all possibilities equally appealing.

Aside from that tender romance with Carrie Fisher’s profile page, which I tore out of Look-in magazine, I hadn’t experienced romantic love before the age of seven. It’s fair to say not many have. I had an odd crush on a boy called Ross but it wasn’t motivated by any infant manifestations of sexual lust. He was just really lovely and I wanted to be near him. He was about three years older than me and I remember following him around the playground on one occasion, just aching to be his friend.

I also used to frequently snog my friend Kyle because it made all our other friends hoot with laughter. I hadn’t been rendered homophobic by received notions of masculinity at the age of six and I had no problem doing ‘film star kisses’ with another boy if it meant getting a big laugh.

I had no intellectual understanding of sexuality other than the strictly hetero goings-on in films and shows I’d glimpsed on grown-up television while playing on the floor with my Steve Austin rocket and bionic operating theatre. There were the rumblings of future impulses implicit in the tiny waves of pelvic vertigo I felt with naked Tonto or read the section about the Romans in my pop-up book of history. At my sixth birthday party, my mother entered Nan’s austere front room to find Kyle and myself going at it in the middle of a circle of screaming children and broke us up as though we were fighting, barely concealing a wide smirk of confusion on her face. I’m not sure if she was worried that I might be gay or just thought the behaviour was inappropriate for a children’s party, no matter what the sexual orientation of the participants. I’m going to ring her and ask her now.

She says she doesn’t remember, so it can’t have been all that shocking to see two six-year-old boys locked in a passionate  embrace on an armchair in the front room while other children clapped and laughed in some bizarre exercise in mini-pops dogging. It strikes me as something I’d remember if I caught my daughter putting on a display of sapphic passion for the amusement of her friends, but then Mum was always pretty liberal and progressive. As I am of course.

I did experience an icky sense of unease witnessing John Duttine from Day of the Triffids kiss a man in what must have been a Play For Today in the late seventies. It wasn’t disgust though, more a primal fear of something to which you cannot relate, like gay men get around vaginas, or lesbians experience if they are unfortunate enough to stumble upon a cock. I’m not sure how my mother would have felt if she had interrupted one of the exploratory games I played in the shed with a number of the girls that lived in my nan’s street, despite them being ultimately more socially conventional. Those very early forays into our sexuality that we all experience and which we seldom discuss unless under the umbrella euphemism that is ‘doctors and nurses’ have nothing to do with romantic love and are inspired by ancient curiosities buried deep within our DNA. I recall being no older than seven and getting naked with a girl my age on her bunk bed, just because it felt right. Grander concepts such as romance and love were beyond my understanding and separate from this strange little automatic event. It wasn’t until a year later, when a young woman with Danish pastries on either side of her head knelt down in front of a walking dustbin to record an important message, that love truly came to town.

Anyway, before we explore that major obsession, let’s get back to Meredith Catsanus. I have a clear memory of the first rumblings of sexual tension between us on a field trip to Gloucester Cathedral in 1978. I had attended a school attached to the cathedral as a very young child and found myself possessed of the confidence one feels in familiar surroundings, among those for whom the setting is new.

Meredith’s mother, Mrs Catsanus, had accompanied us as a volunteer helper and her presence bolstered my old-boy boldness. I found it very easy to make her laugh by being mischievous and cheeky in a charming way. Wonderfully for me, Meredith found this skill endearing (we were at that age prior to parental validation being the kiss of death). My mother-charming antics took the form of various impressions and jokes, including my reciting of the tongue twister, ‘The cat crept into the crypt and crapped’, although I didn’t say the last word because it was way too rude for an ecclesiastical field trip. Besides, Meredith’s mum responded to the innuendo with a fit of giggles, whereas I suspect if I had actually said ‘crapped’ I would have been reprimanded on the spot.

This device was something that in later life I would employ in my stand-up routines and then in my film and TV work. Not the joke itself, although it’s a stone-cold classic, but the idea that an audience were capable of putting the constituent pieces of a joke together themselves, arriving at the punchline before it is delivered, if indeed it is delivered at all. This perhaps was my first experience of collaborative comedy. Allowing Meredith’s mother to know where I was going without actually going there and thus getting away with using a naughty word having inferred it rather than actually said it.

It’s interesting that the memory of entertaining Meredith’s mother remains so clear for me while countless other childhood events have evaporated. Perhaps its significance as one of my earliest comic devices is the reason it still twinkles in my reminiscences.

It certainly connected Meredith and myself in a pre-flirty flirty way and led to a relationship that would extend almost into adult life, depending on your definition of the word adult. Although I was thrilled and fascinated by girls, I was far more inclined to run across a building site, making the noise of a TIE fighter. All the juicy stuff wouldn’t start happening until after Return of the Jedi.

And so, jump forward with me six years to 1984 (a year after the release of Jedi). I was fourteen years old, and living in a small  village called Upton St Leonards in Gloucestershire. Actually, I’m lying, I didn’t so much live in the village as in a newly constructed extension to it, which would eventually sprawl itself into the centre of Gloucester. Fortunately for Gloucester, much of the area is broken up by hills, on which it would be impossible, not to mention sacrilege, to build. At the time, the quaintly named Nut Hill and an area of farmland adjoining industrial grounds owned by the chemical company ICI separated Upton St Leonards from the neighbouring village of Brockworth. For the fit young boy in a hurry, the short cut was easy. A few fields, a number of fences and a seemingly disused airstrip, and I was in a whole new village, where a raft of new possibilities easily outstripped the meagre offerings available in my own leafy hamlet.

If one were feeling really daring, there was a treacherous bike ride down a winding two-lane road which was as exhilarating on the down as it was exhausting on the way back. I chose the second option that day and mounted my faithful Raleigh Grifter, knowing its heavily treaded wheels would be delivering me to something more than a kiss.

I had lived in Brockworth for four years as a youngster, so I knew it well. I was schooled there and continued to be schooled there into secondary education, after we had moved to a different area, delivered to the door of Brockworth Comprehensive by the Bennetts coach, which picked up the catchment kids on weekday mornings. To go there during leisure time felt adventurous and exciting. The village is bigger than Upton and the youth population was almost entirely comprised of school friends, acquaintances and bitter enemies. Meredith lived in Brockworth as she had always done and it was for Meredith’s company that I cycled to Brockworth on that stifling summer’s day.

By this time Meredith and I had experienced several on again/off again moments. In 1982, she’d had her hair cut like Lady Diana for which I teased her mercilessly. I realised during  my persistent barrage of jibes, which included the stinging but covertly affectionate moniker Lady Doughnut, that I fancied her and subsequently I asked her ‘out’.

Meredith turned me down, probably I realise now because of the whole Lady Doughnut thing; and a year later, probably out of pique, I did the same when she asked if I wanted to go ‘out’ with her. It was another year before we buried the hatchet and started ‘going out’ – that widely used euphemism for tentative teenage relationships. A relationship that generally involved ‘hanging out’ and occasionally ‘getting off’ with each other (what is it with these euphemistic prepositions?).

The degrees of what it was one actually got ‘off’ were in equal parts uncertain and legendary in the retelling from the more confident, sexually liberated boys. Tales of fingering and even blow jobs would filter back to the slightly naive kids (of which I was one) at the back of maths, and not always just from the boys. One particular girl used to regale me with stories of how she would ‘gobble off’ her boyfriend, leaving me slightly breathless and dry-mouthed as I tried in vain to understand quadratic equations.

Meredith and I finally succumbed to each other; indulging in a mammoth snog session on a sofa at some party, where guileless parents had abandoned their house to their teenage children, thinking it would never amount to anything more than pass the parcel and pop music, rather than the bacchanalian love-in it would inevitably become.3

Eventually, Meredith and I agreed that we were going steady; although, once again, neither of us was entirely sure what ‘steady’ was. We had been friends for so long we often just fell back into each other’s company when we weren’t with other people.

On that fateful day in ’84 she was wearing a sleeveless tigerskin-print T-shirt and was all of thirteen years old. We disappeared off to a remote part of a field which I’m pretty sure was part of the ICI empire, making it so much more daring. Not only could we have been caught, we could also have been prosecuted. Although most likely we would have been chased away by a grumpy security guard, imaginatively nicknamed Hitler by the local hoods. Canoodling plus trespassing certainly added that extra bit of exhilaration, and both of us knew, through an unspoken understanding, we would be progressing on from what usually constituted these little trysts.

We kissed for a while and nuzzled each other’s necks, copying what we had seen people doing in films and TV shows. Almost as though the needle had stuck on the LP of grown-up sexual activity, limiting us to the first few bars, a never-ending prelude to a song we weren’t quite ready to sing along with. That day, however, I decided to nudge the record player and touch her boobs. Not just honk them seductively but actually lift up her T-shirt, undo her bra and feel them, skin on skin. After the fortieth lips-to-neck cycle I changed rhythm. She didn’t resist.

I remember her skin smelled like Boots. Not the footwear, that would be off-putting, rather the popular high street pharmacy. The Gloucester branch boasted a sizeable perfume and make-up department, where I had loitered many times waiting for my mother to finish buying toiletries. I appreciate that implies some odd collision between the Oedipal and the Pavlovic but now really isn’t the time to get into that.

Meredith had sprayed herself with one of those aerosol perfumes for young girls that supposedly inspired men to go to  enormous lengths to deliver flowers with breathless, dopey smiles. Flowers were possibly the last thing on my mind as she permitted me access to her bra strap, which I had no idea what to do with. I had never even seen one on a girl my age, let alone touched one. Meredith obligingly took over with an awkward smile and facilitated our blushing journey to whatever base boob contact qualifies as.

Afterwards, as I cycled home up over Nut Hill, I was suddenly racked with a sense of shame and regret. I don’t know why I felt so bad about what I had done. Maybe I was worried about what my mother would think if she found out (there I go again, skipping through the psychoanalytical minefield), or I was just disappointed with the slightly embarrassed cessation of activity once we had travelled the distance we were prepared to travel at this point in our sexual growth. Whatever the reason, it was with a heavy heart that I pedalled up the difficult hill back towards Upton St Leonards.

About halfway up, the road becomes uneven, requiring a hazard sign at the roadside to warn motorists of the possible danger of tackling road humps. The sign is a red triangle with two symmetrical bumps in the centre. I had seen it many, many times on my travels to and from Brockworth, but today it proved a stinging reminder of my tentative step towards sexual maturity. As it loomed towards me over the hill and I spied those two suddenly significant mounds framed in that scarlet triangle, I closed my eyes and uttered the words: ‘Oh God, what have I done?’

I’m not sure why I felt that way. It lasted only a few days and I never felt like it again as I progressed towards adulthood. It makes me laugh to recall it. My guilt and penitence in the face of this (hazard warning) sign from God seems hilarious to me now. God uses lightning and seas of blood to administer lessons, not the Department for Transport.

I actually waited for the feelings of guilt and remorse to return  many months later, after the girl who lived in the house opposite mine came round one night and helped me fully understand what those conversations at the back of the maths room had been about. It was something of a shock. A year before, she had visited the house for a quick snog and protested angrily when my hand had found its way up her jumper (I must have been ready to get back on the proverbial tit bike). Now she was round again, and within a few minutes of necking on the bed, yanked my trousers down around my knees. Twenty-eight minutes later, I waved her off, shut the door and waited for the shame and regret to creep through me. It never did. I felt pretty good. Well, I would, wouldn’t I? I’d just got gobbled off.

I know what you’re thinking. What an absolute hypocrite! I open the book by railing against the notion of pimping my private life, then immediately don a felt fedora with a feather in it and whore out my secrets for cheap laughs. Intimate stuff too. Details of childhood sexual exploits, involving bras and fellatio. Truth is, I’m feeling my way along; it’s a learning experience for me as much as it is for you and it’s helped me understand something key. It’s not talking about personal details that unsettles me, it’s filtering personal details through someone else that makes me want to talk about Minnie. A stranger with a different agenda and priorities might distort, misinterpret or misuse the information, but if this information comes straight from the horse’s mouth, that being the definitive subject – brain zero, me, me, me – it’s not so bad.
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