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To Mum and Dad, obviously, 
to Olly, Lily and Sally 
and to All My Friends




CHAPTER 1

At 8.30am on Saturday, 7 September 2019, the alarm startled the life out of me.

I was irritated to be awoken from a dream in which Miriam Margolyes was teaching me how to dab; not least because light-hearted dreams are not my norm. This is entirely due to one of the least glamorous of medical complaints: sleep apnoea.

I’m aware that said suffering pales in comparison to that of any poor soul unfortunate enough to share my bed. It’s not just that – as my airways narrow in the middle of the night – the combination of snoring and choking resembles nothing so much as a howler monkey on strychnine.

It’s also that my oxygen-starved brain conjures dreams that transport me through my most intense fears, typically featuring gun-toting terrorists and nuclear holocausts.

Nonetheless, I was relieved not to have missed the alarm.

I was still haunted by the time I awoke in an Ibis hotel after a particularly drunken gig in Glasgow, looked at my phone and realised that my flight back to London had already departed. This left me facing the ultimate punishment: another night in an Ibis.

On this occasion, I was staying in a pub hotel on the outskirts of Northampton. Fumbling for my phone, I soon noticed I wasn’t in bed. Then I remembered: I’d elected to sleep on the sofa, to allow my soon-to-be husband Oliver an uninterrupted night. After his efforts preparing me for today’s British Quizzing Championships, it was only fair I didn’t sabotage his own hopes by forcing him to endure my duvet hogging, clumsy pawing, jerky movements and excessive snoring.


Duvet hogging, clumsy pawing,

Jerky movements, excessive snoring.



This year, I’d developed a mysterious tendency to start thinking – and sometimes speaking – in rhyming couplets.

The reasons for this were, as yet, unclear.

That I’d woken on a Saturday morning with a hangover was not unusual. Three decades earlier, I had arrived at medical school pompously announcing that I would never get drunk, because I disliked the idea of losing control. In the decades since, drunken loss of control had become something of a leitmotif, the consequences so varied that my ambitions to be a bon viveur were only intermittently successful.

But it had never been my plan to wake up feeling subpar. This morning was, after all, the British Quizzing Championships. The night before, on the other hand, a quiz friend and fellow intermittent bon viveur – Barry Humphrey – had thrown a dinner party.

The option of drinking prior to a major quiz event had become a familiar dilemma. But this time the decision was easy. For years, I’d heard stories about Barry’s legendary culinary skills – mainly from Barry himself. I simply had to go.

Barry was a familiar figure in the world of ‘serious quizzing’, a world that I had tentatively dipped my toes into in 2008. Since then, I’ve often looked around and thought, What exactly are you doing with your life?

That night was not one of those occasions.

It was a blissful evening in the company of treasured friends; discussing life and love, and forcing them to listen to the Spotify playlist for my forthcoming wedding. As Taylor Swift belted out ‘Blank Space’, I loudly explained how she was connected to Northampton – through her actor boyfriend, Joe Alwyn.

That night, my decision to devote a decade to taking quizzes seriously seemed like the most natural thing in the world.

* * *

I hadn’t woken up in Northampton’s glamorous town centre, but in the suburb of Duston.

Ten years earlier, Duston Social Club had been the venue for my first big quiz, and my numerous return visits had furnished me with more facts about the town than is surely healthy.

It’s the home of the comic-book writer Alan Moore.

The birthplace of the architect Will Alsop.

The constituency of our only assassinated prime minister, Spencer Perceval.

The club where the actor Matt Smith and the entertainer Des O’Connor spent their early footballing careers.

And it was home to the composer William Alwyn, whose great-grandson Joe was dating Taylor Swift.

Surely that fact would be coming up today?

* * *

My hangover unremarkable and Oliver wide awake, it was almost time for the British Quizzing Championships.

This was a format in which I had traditionally struggled.

It’s not that I was unprepared for a quiz dominated by British facts – an event where you’re more likely to be asked about the Lake District than the Great Lakes, John Stonehouse than Harold Holt, and Carry On films than Police Academy.

It’s just that I’d always been playing catch-up with far more experienced quizzers.

But I had started to catch up, and the previous year I’d finished second. It was an admittedly distant second, behind the Egghead, Millionaire winner and quiz behemoth Pat Gibson.

Nonetheless, my skills were more international; the highlight of my calendar was the World Quizzing Championships, in June. However, I’d missed that year’s event for the very first time.

That Saturday morning – while my friends were answering questions on Peruvian photographers, Belarusian speed skaters and American graffiti – my brain was otherwise engaged, located as it was in an MRI scanner in central London.

This setback made me wonder if I should pool all my efforts over the next three months to focus on September’s British Quizzing Championships.

Was this my last chance to win a major quiz event?

* * *

Oliver, a man who has always straddled the line between hoarder and mental health poster boy, placed his 117 pens into a bag.

I had two pens. One to write with, and a spare. I considered showering, thought better of it, considered keeping my breakfast light and thought better of that too – eating instead a dysfunctionally large plate of bacon and eggs – and then made my way to a pleasant yet unremarkable social club, in a pleasant yet unremarkable suburb of Northampton. What I hadn’t mentioned to anybody – not even Oliver – is that I genuinely believed I could win.




CHAPTER 2


My great-grandad was a doctor. My late grandad was a doctor. My dad’s a retired doctor. My mum’s a very big fan of Holby City.



Immigration is one of the great discussion points of the modern age. It influences everything from pub fights to general elections. Public opinion varies wildly; from those who regard that Olympic opening ceremony as the apogee of British cultural history, to those who haven’t quite recovered from seeing a black couple on an advert for Wickes.

Immigration, however, is not a one-size-fits-all concept. Yes, my parents were Asian immigrants. Yes, they were Indian immigrants. But that’s not how they define themselves. My parents were West Bengali immigrants. And West Bengali immigrants to the United Kingdom were not fleeing persecution, or political upheaval. They were seeking a new life where their hard work could be translated into education and opportunity for both themselves and, more importantly, their children.

They were – to use a much-maligned term – economic migrants.

Like Britain, India is not short of regional stereotyping, and it’s fair to say that West Bengalis have a nationwide reputation for being self-satisfied intellectual snobs.

Bengali cinema is defined less by flamboyant song-and-dance routines than by the measured and socially aware films of Satyajit Ray, and every Bengali schoolchild learns of the region’s unusual abundance of Nobel laureates. These include scientists, economists and the definitive West Bengali cultural icon – Rabindranath Tagore.

To international quizzers, Tagore is best known as the first non-European winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature. To Bengalis, however, Tagore is a poet, playwright, painter, composer, philosopher and social reformer, whose influence is everywhere.

This is true not just in India, but throughout the Bengali diaspora, where his work continues to be celebrated, learned and performed. As a child, I spent many Saturday mornings and Sunday afternoons in slightly run-down south London community centres, struggling with stiflingly difficult lessons in the Bengali language and even more difficult lessons in the songs of Rabindranath Tagore. I can’t honestly claim to remember these hours fondly, but I can claim that – thanks to Tagore and his oeuvre – I have sung at the Queen Elizabeth Hall and played my Yamaha keyboard in the lobby of the Royal Festival Hall.

As well as their devotion to Tagore, Bengalis are known for their radical politics. Of all the cultures in India’s ethnic mix, West Bengal leans most strongly to the left; and so my story begins with two grandfathers, each with a reputation for activism.

I never met my mum’s dad – a man of whom she speaks with reverence matched by a deep sadness that he never met his grandson.

I do know that he was imprisoned by the British, and I’ve heard tales of him being chased through a forest by the British police, stopping for a cigarette, and stubbing it out on what turned out to be a large python.

Family lore is just different in India.

I do know that my dad’s dad was something of a Calcutta legend, who lived and breathed medicine, as well as tobacco.

After training at Calcutta National Medical College – one of the big four medical schools in West Bengal – my grandad graduated amid the rising anti-British sentiment that would eventually see the end of the Raj. He was part of the medical team who provided care and support to Mahatma Gandhi during his 1947 hunger strike.

He devoted his life to his local community, dispensing diagnoses and prescriptions, while never once holding back from a 30-a-day cigarette habit. His children were a varied and talented septet, with widely contrasting narratives.

One uncle perished far too young, from the complications of heroin addiction.

One aunt, Deepali Sinha, was West Bengal’s first female Himalayan mountaineer; becoming a local, and occasionally national, celebrity. Her lovingly maintained scrapbook is a thing of wonder – including a selfie with her good pals Edmund Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing.

Another aunt forged a career as a respected folk singer – an impressive achievement given her somewhat unusual childhood.

As a baby, she had been kidnapped by monkeys.

Yes, you read that correctly.

She was plucked from the family home by an entrepreneurial troop of monkeys, who carried her to the roof and kept her hostage until their demands for food were met.

My relatives still tell this anecdote as though such incidents were commonplace in 1950s India; I am mocked for daring to show surprise.

Only one of the seven followed their dad into the same choice of career, and the same medical school – proudly graduating in the 1960s.

This was my dad: a dashing and charismatic figure whose colleagues knew him for his mischievous humour and his reluctance to shirk a challenge. For instance, one of his last jobs before emigrating was to join his younger sister as the resident doctor – and token man – on her Himalayan expeditions. My own fear of heights is so entrenched that, occasionally, I have moments of crisis at the top of an escalator; whereas my dad nonchalantly scaled the world’s highest mountain range, earning the climbing party national press coverage, and eventually meeting the Indian president.

Many years later, we were on a family holiday to Darjeeling, when a frenzied Sherpa ran across the central square. ‘Doctor Sinha! Doctor Sinha!’ He embraced my dad, and explained to the rest of us that the man he’d just hugged was the finest expedition doctor he’d ever worked with.

I’ll be frank: this was quite a legacy to live up to.

* * *

In Calcutta in 1966, Dr Dipak Sinha summoned the courage to ask out a hot student nurse he’d just met – Miss Alaka Smith.

(My mum’s maiden name is not ‘Smith’, by the way. It’s ‘Chakrabharty’. But ‘Chakrabharty’ has so many variant spellings – and I’ve been locked out of so many of my online accounts – that I’ve made the pragmatic decision to call her ‘Smith’.)

They married in 1968, the wedding photos rendering the vibrant colours of the ceremony into delicate black and white. Soon, my dad’s sense of adventure was roused anew, as many of his fellow doctors took a chance on a new life in the UK, or even the USA.

My parents’ preference was for the latter, thanks to their parents’ ferocious anti-Britishness, but there were simply more jobs here.

And so, in the year they married, a junior surgeon and a midwife arrived at Luton and Dunstable Hospital – both to work, and to live.

Two years later, I was born – and, incidentally, ‘Paul’ is neither a Bengali name nor my real name. A misunderstanding with nursing staff meant that, a week after I was born, the newsletter congratulated ‘Dr and Mrs Sinha on the birth of their son, Paul’. And so it stuck.

Shortly afterwards, my dad decided that the rough-and-tumble of surgery was not for him, and switched to anaesthetics.

Like so many Asian arrivals, we moved around a lot in the early years, before settling in south London in 1973 – my dad having landed a cushy job in the private sector, which lasted the rest of his professional life.

After the excitement of his early career, I doubt this was my dad’s dream, and he rarely spoke of his work. Nonetheless, he would’ve been grateful for the comfortable life he could provide for his family – which now included my sister, Lily, who throughout her life has always been three years younger than me.

My early years might have passed entirely without incident were it not for the fact that, from a very young age, I was repeatedly told I had unusually advanced academic ability.

If that phrase sounds like a diagnosis, that’s pretty much what it was.

Naturally, my earliest memories are hazy and scattergun. I remember enjoying The Wombles. I remember being mocked at school for my verbosity. I remember walking over to a squaddie at Newport Pagnell services, and asking whether he was from Dad’s Army or It Ain’t Half Hot Mum. I remember the shock on my teacher’s face when I correctly spelled ‘Manchester’. I remember intuitively understanding numbers from an exceptionally young age.

When I try to piece these memories together, I’m struck by the suspicion that things weren’t quite right. Thankfully, my parents are more than capable of completing the picture. They take great joy in reminding me that – during a brief period of my childhood – I was an uncontrollable little shit.

I have nothing but the vaguest recollections of being disruptive. They, however, tell a very different story.

After a holiday to Venice so distressing it made Don’t Look Now look like Rentaghost, my parents sent me to a child psychologist, who concluded that my high IQ meant that I found normal schooling – and normal children – tedious in the extreme.

I was five.

One afternoon, I was summoned from the playground, and told I would be moving up a year. This information was delivered bluntly, with no explanation. I had no idea I’d been the subject of intense debate.

After this bold decision, my behaviour steadily improved, and I made my first schoolfriends.

I was no longer dysfunctionally precocious; I was now merely irritatingly precocious. My parents – whose desire to give their children a British education had brought them halfway around the world – breathed a massive sigh of relief.

* * *

For reasons I have never understood, Bengali Hindus do not celebrate Diwali. Our biggest festival honours Durgā, the protector-goddess; our second biggest honours Saraswatī, the goddess of learning and education. It’s fair to say my parents – more superstitious than religious – took Saraswatī Puja very seriously indeed.

To them, education was power; but just as important was the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, and they kept my brain nourished with a rich supply of reference books. They were suspicious of fiction, despite worshipping at the shrine of Rabindranath Tagore – figuratively speaking. Fiction was seen as an unnecessary frippery; an inconvenient obstacle to the harvesting of facts.

When I was seven, my parents bought me a small book of quiz questions.

‘Question 1: Which African river is the longest in the world?’

The Nile was the first general-knowledge fact I ever learned. And so the adventure began.

For the next two years, I was unbeaten in school exams, yet popularity somehow eluded me. As for what to do next, my parents quietly decided to throw money at the problem.

A lot of money.

Aged eight, I was accepted into one of south London’s most prestigious prep schools. Its culture was steeped in tradition, academic excellence and right-wing paranoia. The assemblies alternated between direct readings from the Bible, and dire warnings that Satan himself had returned in the form of Arthur Scargill and Michael Foot.

At the time, the relentless brainwashing didn’t seem unusual; it was simply the cost of being promoted to society’s top table. That, and several thousand pounds.

My newfound privilege was thrown into sharp relief by the school’s location – next door to one of London’s most notorious comprehensives – and by the fact I was one of only two Asian faces in my year.

In this rarefied atmosphere, I held my own. Not just academically, where I particularly shone at Maths; but, in one of my life’s less surprising turns, I found I was also very good at chess.

I discovered this at Cubs, where I earned a Hobbies badge by defeating their resident chess expert – a grown man who couldn’t hide his fury at being humiliated by a seven-year-old. This was followed by the drama of the Kent under-8 championships, where I secured a surprising and creditable fourth place.

For five years, my mum spent her weekends dragging me to tournaments all over town, where I made friends with other chess prodigies, and enemies of defeated adults.

After winning the school championship three years running, I was presented with an incredibly small pewter trophy, which guests can still see in my parents’ living room – if they look hard enough.

The highlight, however, was winning the 1981 Croydon under-12 chess championship. The cognoscenti of the junior chess scene had me earmarked for greater things.

Despite my love for both Maths and chess, even at a young age my primary obsession was general knowledge.

Presumably, I must have appeared somewhat otherworldly and in my first ever class quiz – written by my form teacher, Miss Doubleday – I remember correcting her on one of her answers.

She’d confused the names of the motorcyclist Mike Hailwood, and the water-skier Mike Hazelwood. When I eagerly grasped the opportunity to point this out to her, the looks on the other faces in the classroom were of bemused contempt, rather than admiration.

As the 1970s turned into the 1980s, my televisual tastes reflected my reading tastes. My parents were willing collaborators, making sure that the television was free and that I had my allotted space on the sofa for Mastermind, Sale of the Century, University Challenge, A Question of Sport and the first round of 3-2-1. With unrestrained pride, my parents would watch their son outplaying most of the contestants on Sale of the Century, unaware this wasn’t a huge achievement.

While other kids spent Boxing Day playing KerPlunk and Hungry Hungry Hippos, I was buried in several identical copies of the Guinness Book of Records, courtesy of the generosity and lack of imagination of my dad’s friends. I could devour ten facts in the time it took Peter Dowdeswell to devour 148 prunes.

I was the best quizzer in my prep school. Which is to say, I was slightly better than Jim Totty – a friend of mine, and the only other student who took quizzing remotely seriously. We led our four-man team to the final of the London schools’ championships. However, on the biggest day of my quizzing life thus far, I crumbled under the pressure.

In full view of my parents’ disappointed eyes, I failed to recognise a sedan chair. A photo, that is – the school was posh, but not that posh.

Worse than that: for the next three decades, my dad was so insistent on telling this anecdote to new dinner guests that I would plead, ‘Dad, tell them about that time you were in the Himalayas.’

By this stage, my capacity to bore my friends and family was further increased by the emergence of the once-popular board game Trivial Pursuit. At numerous social gatherings, someone would enthusiastically suggest that we got the game out. Within 20 minutes of play, someone else would – equally enthusiastically – suggest that I fuck off and die. I didn’t care; I was just pleased to be competitive at something, given that I had no sporting talent whatsoever. This lack of talent saddened me immensely, as I was obsessed with both watching, and learning facts about, sport.

Wildly optimistic sports teachers assumed from my ethnicity that I might be the deadly mystery leg spinner, capable of destroying rival batting lineups. Instead, I was the kid who knew the career figures of every deadly leg spinner in history. This proved to be of negligible sporting value.

Incidentally, Jim Totty would go on to be a University Challenge series champion for Imperial College. This doesn’t make me jealous; it makes me pathologically jealous, and I will never forgive him.

* * *

In the spring of 1983, I sat exams to try to get a half-fees scholarship to Dulwich College, the most notable public school in south-east London.

My first stroke of luck was being asked in the history paper to write an essay on the life of Mahatma Gandhi.

That’s right: my grandad’s erstwhile patient.

I’m pretty sure none of the other candidates’ essays began, ‘Born on 2 October 1869, in the Gujarati city of Porbandar …’

On the strength of my written papers, I was invited for interview at which the following conversation took place.

‘Take a seat young man. Can I ask you what your favourite television programme is?’

‘A Question of Sport.’

‘What is it that you like about A Question of Sport?’

‘I like questions, about sport.’

‘Okay. Can you tell me who is the current holder of the world record for the men’s long jump?’

Once I’d stopped talking six minutes later, I had earned myself a half-fees scholarship to Dulwich College.

Thank you, Bob Beamon.

And thank you to the International Olympics Committee, for choosing to hold the 1968 games at high altitude; you initiated a chain of events that would eventually save my parents an awful lot of money.

At the age of 13 – after many years of almost unsullied academic excellence – I arrived at one of south London’s most famous public schools.

What could possibly go wrong?




CHAPTER 3

I arrived at Dulwich College a shy, skinny, high-achieving teenager, with a half-fees scholarship and a full moustache.

But it’s one thing to be a high-IQ academic whizz-kid.

Turns out it’s another thing entirely to know how to exploit this.

After all, standard IQ tests are a blunt measure of overall intelligence.

My high levels of numeracy and verbal reasoning masked a worryingly low level of visuospatial ability and common sense.

Yes, I represented my school at chess, general knowledge and Mathematics – but I couldn’t draw, or make things, or fit things together. Or indeed, Mathematics aside, show any particular aptitude towards the sciences.

This lack of scientific nous was problematic, because – from the moment I first emerged from a womb, in 1970 – it was assumed that I had only two career options: medicine, or surgery.

* * *

My dad was by no means the only alumnus of Calcutta National Medical College to have set up home in the UK. A rich, intricate network of former students had settled from Merthyr Tydfil to Ballymena; all sharing the same epic tale, about how they landed in the United Kingdom with just two British pounds to their name.

The highlight of their social calendar was an annual reunion, which was approached very differently by the diaspora’s American and British branches.

The former would arrange a lavish trip to such landmark locations as the Great Wall of China, the Great Barrier Reef or the Serengeti.

The Brits booked two nights in a motorway hotel and got very drunk indeed.

The social roles could not have been more clearly drawn.

The men were there to drink.

The children were there to drink in secret.

And the women were there to gossip.

There were always two big topics of discussion: which of the kids were going to be doctors, and what was to be done about the kids who weren’t going to be doctors. Like tricoteuses at the guillotine, Bengali housewives were always a watchful and slightly menacing presence.

In this context, it was an act of enormous personal courage for any teenager to express doubts over a career in medicine. Yet here I was, overwhelmed with doubt.

Educationally, I couldn’t have been in better hands.

Dulwich College was not just mightily impressive to look at – a symphony of brick, terracotta and Portland stone, squatting over a manicured cricket pitch – but also the school did nothing to hide its immense pride that it had educated P.G. Wodehouse, Ernest Shackleton and Raymond Chandler. Incidentally, they remain less enthusiastic about acknowledging the comedy geniuses Bob Monkhouse and Nigel Farage.

It was a school where my first housemaster was an Olympic gold medallist, and my second an England Test cricketer.

The future journalist and best-selling writer Tom Standage was one of my best mates.

I briefly hung out with Ed Simons of the Chemical Brothers, and the most common subject of gossip was that young Rupert Penry-Jones was really good at acting.

This was no ordinary school.

And yet I spent four relatively ordinary years there.

A quiet kid, I was neither good enough at sport to be popular, nor obnoxious enough to be notorious.

And why four years, and not five?

The unusual answer is, I was one of a select group of pupils in my year chosen to be accelerated, doing our O-levels a year early; thus we did our A-levels at 17, rather than 18.

While this engendered an esprit de corps that yielded some of the most valuable and long-lasting friendships in my life, there was no academic justification for this acceleration and, tellingly, we were the last year at Dulwich to undergo the process. School is not something that teenagers should be rushed through. It’s a time for both academic and emotional nourishment, and education is not just about grades. It’s about developing maturity, and the skills to establish what kind of adult you’d like to be. I was only 14 when I chose my A-levels, and this was no age to be forced into decisions that would shape the course of my life.

Even then, I knew I didn’t want to be a doctor. I just wanted an easier path, to play to my strengths. The obvious answer appeared to be combining Maths with Economics, and a possible future career in economics or accountancy.

An arts degree would have conferred pariah status on me. No Bengali housewife would ever cook me biryani again.

I plucked up the courage to tell my dad.

‘I think I’d like to be an economist, or an accountant.’

‘I didn’t raise my son to be an economist or an accountant.’

I considered his words.

I considered the enormous sacrifices my parents had made for me, and how much unconditional love and admiration I had for them.

‘Ah, well. I suppose I’ll just have to be a doctor, then.’

* * *

Hindsight is, of course, a wonderful thing; looking back, it is easy to pick apart some shoddy decision-making.

At Dulwich College, I was undergoing an almost uniquely privileged education, but the acceleration and the monomaniacal obsession with a career in medicine meant that much of my education was squandered.

I did no History, Latin or Geography after the age of 13 – all subjects I had been strong at.

I never developed a teenage love of reading fiction, and even now I’m shockingly poorly read.

I was looking forward to becoming a chess player of some stature. Sadly, it was decided on my behalf that I simply didn’t have the time. Furthermore, the Streatham pub that was home to my nearest chess club was rumoured to be a National Front haunt. My dad wasn’t having any of it.

Despite this, I did captain our school team to the quarter-finals of the national schools’ championship. When our team was mentioned in despatches, it was the first and only time my name was ever heard at assembly.

As for general knowledge: whereas my prep school actively encouraged this peculiar obsession, Dulwich College was not a place where it thrived. I was dimly aware of the existence of some rudimentary quiz action, but no matter how hard I tried to curry favour with the eccentric teacher who was nominally in charge of picking the school team, my face simply didn’t seem to fit.

* * *

I did do well in my O-levels – leading to some top-notch biryanis.

But I knew that I’d staggered over the line in the sciences, and that – by choosing A-levels in Chemistry, Biology and Physics with Maths – my life as an academic high-flyer was over.

‘Physics with Maths?’

This now-defunct hybrid A-level only existed to fast-track students into medical school. Although I never understood Physics – and still don’t – it seemed logical to believe that my strengths in Maths would see me through. I was a year too young for my courses, doing subjects I didn’t enjoy. No matter how many private tutors my parents threw at me, I was struggling.

My parents’ dreams of an Oxbridge education for their son slowly vanished.

If I’d chosen Maths, French and Latin, I’d have had a fighting chance. But there would be no need to worry about conversational faux-pas regarding the pronunciation of ‘Magdalene’ or ‘Caius’; my teachers told me, in no uncertain terms, to lower my expectations.

I did not apply to Oxbridge.

I did get an interview at St George’s Hospital Medical School in Tooting; the interview being a pitch-perfect showcase of the value of ingrained privilege.

‘It says here, Mr Sinha, you go to Dulwich College.’

‘Yep.’

‘That’s very impressive. We’d like to offer you two Bs and a C.’

Rather like when I first watched the video for Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s ‘Relax’, I was disgusted and delighted in equal measure. Two Bs and a C.

This was an excellent offer, and a stark contrast to the academic brilliance required to get into medical school nowadays.

My life was starting to take shape.

I had plans.

Get my A-levels, and then go travelling for a year.

That autumn, the Cricket World Cup was taking place in India and Pakistan.

There was a ticket with my name on it for the final, in Calcutta.

I remember little of the actual exams, except that they seemed to go okay.

In August 1987, I turned up to Dulwich College for the final time, to pick up my A-level results. I’d worked hard. These weren’t my subjects, but I’d worked hard. Two Bs and a C was all I needed.

I opened the envelope.

Chemistry.

B.

Biology.

B.

Now to Physics with Maths.

E.

What the actual fuck?

The first bad exam result of my entire life, and it could not have been worse timed.

I stood there, staring at the result. Overwhelmed with shock, nausea and terror.

How could it be that the first setback of my life might just have ruined my whole future?

How could it be that, having arrived at a prestigious public school on a half-fees scholarship, I’d left with nothing practical to show for it?

What a great advert for accelerated education.

That year, I decided to give my dad’s college reunion a miss.

I was disappointed enough to be missing a year of travel and the Cricket World Cup final; I didn’t need to endure the disapproving gaze of Bengali housewives in the breakfast room of the Ramada Leicester.

Presumably resentful at me having really messed up their statistics, my school had nothing to offer me beyond a perfunctory farewell.

I was utterly perplexed. I thought I’d done okay. Exactly how bad does someone have to be at Physics to flunk Physics with Maths, having represented his school at Mathematics?

* * *

I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life, but it sure as hell wasn’t going to be medicine.

I was curled up in bed, crying, when my dad walked in.

‘I’ve worked out how you can get into med school.’

‘I’m all ears.’

Apparently, I could re-sit my A-levels, and – assuming my grades would improve – simply reapply to medical school.

The re-sitting proved to be the easy part.

My B in Chemistry became an A.

My E in Physics with Maths became an A in Maths.

(Yes, I’d finally dumped Physics from my life for good. I never rang, I never wrote, I never texted.)

The problem was convincing any medical schools to give a second chance to a guy who had squandered all the advantages of a public-school education.

I did get an interview at Charing Cross Hospital Medical School, conducted by a bored, unimpressed man who took one look at me and with his first question revealed remarkably astute judgement.

‘Are you just here because your dad wants to you be here?’

After the most unconvincing denial until Bill Clinton claimed not to have had sexual relations with that woman, I remained devoid of an offer.

I needed a miracle, and that miracle duly arrived.

St George’s – whose judgement was already in doubt, having described me as ‘very impressive’ – faced an unexpected crisis.

Dozens of students to whom they had confidently made offers in 1988 had failed to make their grades.

They had a massive shortfall and, suddenly, a wave of 18- and-19-year-olds with half-decent grades and a working knowledge of the board game Operation descended upon Tooting to present their case.

My interview was as taxing as any I could remember.

‘Mr Sinha?’

‘Yep.’

‘Dulwich College?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘Well, better late than never. Welcome to St George’s.’

Somehow, I’d made it into medical school.

A victory for my dad.

A catastrophic loss for common sense.

I was about to embark on a five-year degree course that would eventually take six-and-a-half years.

I was about to embark on adulthood.




CHAPTER 4


If you want to know the important role St George’s continues to play in medical science, go to Wikipedia and click on ‘Notable alumni’. The last two are Harry Hill and me.



When I first wrote this joke, this was true.

The list has since been swelled by the polymathic Taskmaster genius Mike Wozniak. That three comedians are among the school’s best-known graduates does provide an insight into how the school was more a palace of fun than a serious academic establishment.

Based in south London, St George’s was geographically isolated from other, more centrally located medical schools. It aspired to be known for Edward Jenner’s pioneering cowpox inoculations but, when I joined, it was notorious for a scandal involving an admissions computer, which had been programmed to discriminate against applicants with foreign-sounding names.

I arrived in the autumn of 1988, already knowing full well that I wasn’t suited to medicine. Nonetheless, it was way too late to change direction now.

I’d been handed a golden opportunity to make lifelong friends, to expand my horizons and to get good at medicine.

Two out of three ain’t bad.

It was a novelty to make friends easily and in this I was helped by one big stroke of luck. Various well-connected Bengalis had let me know that I wasn’t the only cricket-loving Sinha to have snuck into St George’s via clearing.

There was also Manas Sinha.

‘You simply have to meet him.’

On my very first afternoon, while lugging groceries up the road, I bumped into a fellow shopper, who looked like a sportier and more handsome version of me.

‘Manas?’

‘Paul, I presume?’

We couldn’t possibly have known then that one day I would be best man at his wedding, and that he would return the favour.

The Bengali bush telegraph had done its job magnificently.

As we chatted on the walk back to halls, we discovered we loved not just cricket but also left-wing politics and the Pet Shop Boys. He was also a massive fan of The Smiths, but refuses to mention them these days.

Bengali no-platforms.

After a few weeks, I realised that my fellow students were a lot less interested in politics than I’d assumed.

On 25 November 1988, an anti-student-loan march concluded with violent scuffles with mounted police on Westminster Bridge. Despite the event being massively hyped up during the preceding weeks, I was one of only three St George’s students to turn up.

If my fellow students couldn’t be arsed, neither could I.

After the relative anonymity of school, this was my chance to start from Point Zero; to curate friendships based on shared interests and shared politics.

But one question refused to go away.

At what stage do I tell them I’m gay?

* * *

When people ask me, ‘When did you first realise you were gay?’, I don’t have an answer – because I simply can’t remember another existence.

In all sorts of ways, I was an early developer; from a very young age, I found myself emotionally attracted to people of the same gender. I’m aware this experience is not the same for all gay men, but why should it be?

Heterosexuality has a Darwinian purpose; men and women have evolved their behaviour over thousands of years, in order to best continue the existence of the human race. Good for them – I’m a big fan of their work. But non-Darwinian sexuality can’t just be lumped into one homogeneous group.

Anyway, to borrow a term from evolutionary biology, I’ve always known that I was a great big bender.

Of course, I didn’t understand any of it. I was in my teens before I understood straight people, so my own peculiar wiring was always going to be a mystery.

What I did know was that going to an all-boys prep school, followed by an all-boys public school, was a particularly cruel form of torture, akin to taking a vacillating vegetarian to a Brazilian steakhouse.

I had literally no one I could talk to.

Telling a Bengali could lead to family disgrace.

Telling a schoolfriend could lead to expulsion.

On this matter, my only confidant was the Alan Hansen poster on my bedroom wall – which my dad assumed was only there because I admired the speed of his defensive decision-making.

It was a miserable, confusing, paranoid existence. But the music was great. Culture Club. Bronski Beat. Erasure. Frankie Goes to Hollywood. The Pet Shop Boys. Bizarrely, these were the people who helped me understand who I was. It certainly wasn’t my family, for whom it was very much the love that dared not even whisper its name.

Indeed, there was one occasion when my dad claimed that he did not understand why the Labour Party were so pro-homosexuality – when only Conservative politicians were gay.

It seemed unwise to argue the point.

Come my teenage years, I did understand who I was, even if I had no idea if I would ever grow out of it – and develop a taste for women, Brush Strokes and Mark King’s exquisite bass-playing.

I knew I didn’t want to be gay; I wanted an uncomplicated life, and a future marriage that would meet with the approval of my folks.

In adolescence, however, I was secretly besotted with so many of my schoolmates that this seemed like a distant fantasy. It had only been in my last year at school that I mustered the courage to talk about this to another human being.

My friend Richard had suffered even more than I had from being accelerated. Acutely overwhelmed by a variety of social pressures, he left Dulwich very suddenly, one term before he was due to sit his A-levels.

This devastated me. He was not just a close friend, but someone for whom I’d harboured the deepest of hidden affections.

In the summer of ’85 – at a CND concert in Hyde Park – we sat together, watching Gil Scott-Heron. I so desperately wanted to tell him – but I couldn’t.

In the summer of ’86 – at an anti-apartheid concert in Hyde Park – we sat together, watching Billy Bragg. And I so desperately wanted to tell him – but I couldn’t.

By the summer of ’87, he was gone. Out of school, under a cloud.

I didn’t know if I was ever going to see him again, so I did what any right-minded, mentally balanced teenager would’ve done: I wrote a letter, for the first and only time in my life.

It took hours to write, every word pored over with care and precision.

Years of silent frustration spilled out into what must have struck him as a tidal wave of bafflingly melodramatic prose, and totally unforeseen sentiment.

Seven mornings later, my mum handed me a plate of fried eggs on toast, and a letter.

I grabbed it off her, ran to the toilet and locked the door.

There was mixed news.

He apologised for not feeling the same way but thanked me for my honesty and trust, and reassured me that this would not affect our friendship. Realistically, this was a decent result. I may not have had a boyfriend but, far more importantly, I did have someone who understood. This gave me the confidence to tell another schoolfriend, Manoj, who was surprised but sympathetic. I was no longer alone.

Like a central character in an overhyped-but-undeniably-feelgood Netflix drama, I was now a gay teenager, with two supportive best friends.

I’m pleased to say they remain close friends who, for reasons of distance, I don’t see nearly enough.

Unfortunately, neither of them was around to hold my hand when I found myself at medical school with a new bunch of friends, wondering how on earth I was going to go through this terrifying process all over again.

There was one big difference this time around.

I was 18 now, and legally allowed to get shit-faced.

* * *

By November of that year, as far as I was aware, only two people on the planet knew that I was gay. Richard and Manoj may have been spending their spare time feverishly spreading the word to anyone who’d listen – but it seemed unlikely.

It occurred to me that, if I were to navigate the social side of being a medical student, I needed to have equally supportive friends.

This was not a simple case of be yourself, and everything will just magically fall into place.

This was the 1980s. The era of Section 28. The AIDS epidemic. Homophobia in the mainstream media. Russell T. Davies lurking around, with a notepad and a watchful eye.

Moreover, out of 750 students at medical school, there was only one with the bravery to be openly gay – and he was rumoured to be spending a year at a psychiatric hospital, after a series of lurid and possibly apocryphal incidents.

To further complicate matters, two close family friends worked at my medical school. One was a renowned microbiology consultant; the other, a microbiology lab technician.

It was awkward enough spotting beloved family friends wandering around the university, without worrying what gossip they might overhear.

This wasn’t paranoia on my part: in my second year, I accidentally landed myself with a brutally short haircut. The following day, my dad rang me up.

‘I hear you’ve accidentally landed yourself with a brutally short haircut.’

Incidents like this reminded me to watch my step.

I was no longer a stranger to coming out, but the prospect still filled me with dread.

My new friend, however, was alcohol – and it took only two months of subsidised Foster’s and Merrydown to knock a lot of my inhibitions out of me.

To think that, when I arrived, I sincerely believed myself to be one of those people who ‘don’t need to get drunk’.

I had convinced myself that I was above it all, and that – on nights out – I’d be the dignified one; the personification of calm control, while drunken carnage would be unleashed around me. This turned out to be as conceited as it was deluded. I had completely underestimated the degree to which the social fabric of any British medical school was built around alcohol first; sport second; and alcohol third, and fourth, and fifth.

Quite deliberately, the second night of Freshers’ Fortnight coincided with the annual general meeting of the rugby club.

Every year, freshman rugby players – armed with an innate bravado built on public-school popularity, sporting prowess, and generally being quite hot – would turn up to the AGM, unaware that they were about to undergo a series of physical and psychological humiliations that would’ve made Pier Paolo Pasolini flinch.

While the more introverted students sat around at the bar – trying to form the initial friendships and reputations that would help define them – barely sentient first-year rugby players staggered around the venue wearing nothing but remnants of clothing and their own vomit.

As I witnessed this rambunctious rite of passage, I began to sense that sobriety might prove to be social suicide, and who could’ve possibly guessed that after a few pints I’d become a more gregarious and emotionally open conversationalist?

Well, this newly gregarious and emotionally open conversationalist decided he needed a friend at medical school to come out to.

Obviously, that friend was Manas.

Not only had he rapidly ascended to best mate status, but he was a fan of Morrissey. He couldn’t possibly be a bigot. And if he was anti-gay, I wouldn’t have wanted to be there when he found out about the Pet Shop Boys.

Rather impressively, Manas had already got himself a girlfriend, so I was effectively coming out to two people. Furthermore, his girlfriend Isabel was white – which meant that Manas was already no stranger to the possibility of destroying the hopes and dreams of his Bengali parents.

Despite so much being in my favour, I still needed several beers, which were downed in a truly dreadful nightclub in Streatham. The event was organised by the medical school’s Multicultural Society; a well-meaning exercise in diversity, showcasing students from such varied backgrounds as India, and Pakistan.

As the moment of truth approached, I started to feel sick with worry.

I took Manas to one side.

‘Manas, I’ve got something massive to tell you. I’m gay.’

‘Why would I give a shit about that?’

At this inopportune moment, my slightly drunken mate Ravi wandered over.

‘Ravi, I’m gay.’

‘Whatever.’

I’d doubled my understanding friends.

I thought this was meant to be difficult.




CHAPTER 5

By February 1989, I’d become the proud owner of an inner circle of confidants.

Yes, I was leading a double life, and doing a degree course I didn’t want to; but at least I was starting to do it on my own terms. I was having fun. Although not as much as I wanted.

I was nowhere near losing my virginity. I hadn’t even been kissed. I had never even met another gay man – schoolteacher rumours notwithstanding. It was definitely time for me to go to my first gay bar.

We now live in a world where, thanks to a variety of apps, people can create bespoke gay experiences from the comfort of their living room.

In the London of the late eighties, I only had two options: outdoor cruising, or the gay scene.

As I was far too intolerant of the cold even to consider Clapham Common, I scoured the Gay section of Time Out magazine to help me plan my next move.

I wanted a big gay night out.

I wanted to hear ‘It’s a Sin’ playing at full volume.

I wanted to be held.

A student budget didn’t get you very far in central London, but I’d had an unusual piece of good fortune. A team of physiology researchers had advertised for student volunteers for their experiment, to see whether half an hour on an exercise bike affected your ability to solve maths problems. There was a £50 prize for whoever solved the most puzzles.

I figured that, so long as the physical exercise didn’t kill me, I was pretty much guaranteed to win the money.

I won by a country mile.

Which was, ironically, more than I managed to cycle.

Did my performance add to the sum of knowledge apropos the aerobic–cognitive interface? Not a clue; but I did win 50 quid.

* * *

At this point in my life, the only gay bar I’d ever been aware of was the fictional Blue Oyster. This hilarious and regular feature of the Police Academy franchise was a lazy straight stereotype of a gay bar.

Surely, I had better options available than this?

I selected a bar just off Trafalgar Square called Brief Encounter – because, after all, who doesn’t like a saucy underwear pun? I was unaware of its reputation as one of London’s sleaziest haunts; a place where shady deals were made, and absolutely anything could be going on in the toilets.

I stood at the front door for ten minutes, wondering if I was ready for what might face me inside. I stepped out of the closet and into the bar, and the reception was colder than Narnia.

A dozen guys turned to appraise the newbie.

Within seconds, the same dozen guys turned back.

I was totally unfazed by this collective rejection. I was simply too excited for negativity. This was the first time in my life I was in a building wholly populated by males – unless you count the entirety of my school years.

There was a palpable frisson, and a lot of the younger guys looked amazing. But after the effort they’d put into grooming, and into making sure that every physical mannerism and gesture was exactly so, their performances rendered them almost sexless.

The music was not what I’d anticipated either. This wasn’t fiercely idiosyncratic, gay-inspired synthpop. This wasn’t classic seventies disco. This was a world where Kylie and Bananarama reigned supreme. More ‘Cruel Summer’ than Donna Summer.

This was my first introduction to a concept now accepted as fact. Gay men love cheesy pop made by straight women. If there is such a thing as a gay mafia, Stock, Aitken and Waterman are the godfathers controlling the whole operation.

Brief Encounter was a themed bar, and that theme was loneliness.

Witnessing so much social inhibition, repressed desire and yearning for clandestine affairs made me realise that the name of the bar was a reference not to pants, but to a 1945 film I often pretend to have seen.

This was a gentle, uneventful introduction to gay nightlife.

I received no lustful glances, and all my visits to the toilet passed without incident.

I was not disheartened. I had a Plan B.

Europe’s biggest gay nightclub.

Heaven.

* * *

This was truly a journey into the unknown.

All I knew was that Heaven was named after a place gay people are not allowed to enter.

I knew of its fame.

But my limited dancing ability meant that I wasn’t, never have been and never will be a nightclub person.

The first time I’d been to a nightclub was for the specific purpose of coming out to Manas. But I wasn’t in Streatham anymore.

After queueing for an hour, I entered a cavernous venue; ignoring the dancefloor, I promptly headed upstairs to the cabaret – to watch my first ever drag act, the legendary Dave Lynn.

I both loved and was shocked by the scabrous, brazen, bad-taste jokes – one of which was to move the microphone stand with the words, ‘Just putting Karen Carpenter to one side …’

I had no idea that I’d see variations on this joke for the rest of my comedy career.

I still hadn’t spoken to another human being, so I headed back downstairs, to attempt the act of cruising. This involved me standing alone, with my pint, avoiding eye contact.

After what may have been 30 seconds – but felt more like 40 – a guy came over to me and introduced himself as Stuart. We immediately started kissing; despite Stuart’s unspectacular looks, I felt energised beyond anything I’d previously experienced.

‘Do you wanna go back to mine?’

Without even finding out where mine was – or, indeed, who he was – I immediately and enthusiastically said ‘yes’.

There then followed an interminable ride on a night bus, where we both adopted the classic gay London night bus pose – sitting a safe distance apart, pretending not to know each other.

Even today, a night bus is no place for a Mardi Gras.

I was rather hoping Stuart lived in a plush house. Instead, we arrived at the nurses’ accommodation block at the Homerton Hospital in Hackney. I never imagined that I would be the first of my friends to find myself in a nurse’s bedroom. Once inside, we continued our merry shenanigans. He then whispered in my ear.

‘I really wanna fuck you.’

I had a moment of instant clarity.

I wasn’t ready for this; I was way out of my depth.

It had been less than an hour since I’d experienced my first ever kiss.

‘I’m really sorry. Another time?’

He grabbed my wrists, as hard as he could.

‘I don’t think you understand. I am going to fuck you.’

At this point, it struck me that the only notch on my life’s bedpost was about to be forcibly carved by a pudgy, ginger Dennis Nilsen.

I am a spectacularly weak man. Luckily, while attempting to fight back, I discovered that he was too. A farcical grapple ensued: a camp, homoerotic version of actual combat, a concept familiar to fans of WWE.

As Stuart became frustrated at his inability to overpower me, he revealed his own Plan B – grabbing a pair of handcuffs from his top drawer.

My heart sank, and I vowed to myself I’d never leave a drag show prematurely again.

As he attempted to get the handcuffs around my wrists, I valiantly fought him off, knowing he would eventually overpower me.

Stuart was about to set his sordid plan in motion, when he was interrupted by a call from within.

‘Wait a sec. I need a piss. Be here when I get back.’

Astonishingly, he wandered out of his bedroom, towards the toilets in the corridor.

I didn’t have time to process the sheer, bewildering arrogance of a man who honestly assumed I’d still be there on his return, dutifully and patiently accepting my gruesome fate. I got dressed and ran out at record speed.

Yes, Taskmaster fans – I was once capable of that level of physical co-ordination.

An evening that had begun with me entering a gay bar for the first time in my life had ended with me fleeing Homerton Hospital in terror. Somehow, I found a minicab willing to take me on the long journey across London to Tooting, at the end of which I was presented with an eyewatering fare. At this moment, I could not have been more grateful for my ability to solve maths problems.

Obviously, I was traumatised, and furthermore couldn’t speak to the police – I was still under the age of consent.

Thank God I now had friends I could confide in.

When it came to my relationship with the gay scene, nothing was ever quite the same again.




CHAPTER 6

There had been a lot to unravel in my first year at medical school.

My first experience of an independent social life; of alcoholic intoxication; of attaining genuine self-confidence; and having that same self-confidence ripped away from me by an attempted sexual assault. It would’ve been easy to forget that what I was meant to be focusing on was a very difficult degree course indeed.

I had four exams to sit in June: Anatomy, Physiology, Biochemistry and Medical Statistics.

I hadn’t lost my maths ability, so Medical Statistics proved straightforward. And Biochemistry, which required a lot of rote learning, suited my brain. Anatomy, however, was a nightmare – given my non-existent visuospatial ability.

It didn’t matter how intently I stared at the detailed illustrations in my textbook; as soon as a lecturer pointed at anything on a cadaver, I would literally not know my arse from my elbow.

And then there was Physiology. In simple terms, How Things Work. The voluntary nature of attending lectures had been a temptation too far. I had fallen behind on the subject, and this was certainly my fault.

I knew I had a shot at passing the exam, because of my ability to learn a lot of material at speed; so, the night before, I put in my inaugural all-night revision session, fuelled by Pro Plus and insanity. I arrived at the examination hall exhausted, but confident that no harm could possibly result from this.

The next thing I remember, I was still in the examination hall, and I’d just woken up from a dream about the Australian soap opera Neighbours.

I looked at my watch. Ten minutes left.

I looked down at my paper, and saw a question asking for the roles of actin and myosin in skeletal muscle contraction.

In the space provided for the correct answer, I had written an imagined conversation between Madge Bishop, Harold Bishop and Lou Carpenter.

I was horrified. It was in pen, so there was no possible way to erase it.

What’s more, the dialogue was hackneyed and unrealistic.

An examiner was about to receive the surprise of his life.

* * *

Imagine my astonishment when, a few days later, the results were posted on the noticeboard.

Next to ‘SINHA’ were four passes.

I could barely believe my eyes.

Until I realised this was Manas Sinha.

I had failed Anatomy and Physiology.

I’d have to re-sit them in September.

* * *

The summer of 1989 is another on which I look back with no fondness whatsoever.

Once I’d applied myself to Physiology, the whole thing became a lot more straightforward, but I simply did not have the skills to find Anatomy easy.

I’d use every conceivable mnemonic to learn the names of bones, muscles and tendons. But the three-dimensional awareness that was required to understand Anatomy eluded me.

A lot of my friends still firmly believe that I was lazy. The truth is, I was simply not as gifted as them at this sort of stuff.

That August, to compound my misery, we suffered a major family bereavement when my mum’s beloved younger brother, Milan, perished in his thirties, from gastro-intestinal tuberculosis. The soundtrack to my last few weeks of revision was that of profound grief.

I won’t be dishonest, and say I gave it my best shot. But I gave it a good shot, as evidenced by a massive improvement in Physiology.

In Anatomy, however, I fell short. By one agonising mark.

At the first hurdle, I’d been kicked out of medical school.

By now, I was all too familiar with the sickening sensation of failure. But this familiarity did nothing to dampen the despair.

* * *

As a broken-hearted dad drove his broken-hearted son back home, he turned on the radio. Cher was wishing she could turn back time, and her trite words had never felt more relevant.

Looking back, my dad had always showed extraordinary patience with my failures. At no stage did he ever take me to one side, and ask, ‘Paul, why do you keep messing this up?’

Because I think he knew, deep down, that I was living his dreams – not mine.

Well, now I was no longer a medical student, and I’d never be able to show my face at his college reunion again.

I had no clever ideas about alternative career plans. My dream job of cricket journalist was not one I could simply walk into. But I had a sneaking suspicion this was not the end of my medical journey.

St George’s – the home of a racist admissions computer and a singularly unimpressive academic record – could not afford to lose students.

They were not unaware of this, and had an appeals procedure already in place. I had to write a letter to the dean, begging for mercy and outlining extenuating circumstances.

The most honest letter would’ve been:


Dear Dean,

I tried. I really did.

But I’m a pampered, public-school-educated guy from a conservative British Asian background, who found the sudden influx of previously unimaginable social freedoms to be slightly overwhelming. I’m sorry to say that I never quite managed to get the balance right.

In addition to this, a psychotic nurse tried to bum me against my will.

This didn’t help.

Please give me another chance.

Yours,

Paul Sinha



Instead, I went for the ‘dead uncle’ gambit, as well as pointing out that I had shown an impressive improvement in Physiology – and that this was evidence I hadn’t spent the entire summer lazing around. The dean analysed the extenuating factors, took pity on me, and allowed me to sit my first year all over again – but with just one exam, Anatomy, to pass.

I couldn’t believe my luck, as I gained a new set of friends, most of whom I fancied from a safe distance. I bonded most closely with an effortlessly funny Newcastle United obsessive, Duncan, who seemed both aware of and comfortable with my feelings of lust.

It would certainly not have occurred to either of us that, one day, he’d also be one of the best men at my wedding.

* * *

At the third time of asking, I scraped a pass in Anatomy.

I still found the subject insanely difficult, but I did stumble over the line.

My dad, in an impulsive act of unnecessary generosity, rewarded me with a four-week holiday to the United States of America. I would be travelling alone, on an unlimited flight deal with Delta Airlines.

The itinerary might have been difficult to put together, but for the fact that I was a 20-year-old gay virgin.

The first few days would be spent in New York, visiting friends and family.

Then it would be New York to Miami.

To Key West.

To New Orleans.

To Chicago.

To Las Vegas.

To Los Angeles.

To San Francisco.

Two weeks later, I’d fly home from San Francisco.

In retrospect, my intentions seem clear: whatever Debbie had done to Dallas, I was about to do to the USA. What I hadn’t realised was that I was too young to enter any of the establishments I’d been planning to visit.

After my final day of sightseeing in New York, I returned to the home of my family friend. I knew that the following morning, I’d be completely off-grid, having the greatest adventure of my life.

I walked in to find my friend, and indeed his whole family, looking sombre.

‘I’m really sorry, Paul. But you’re not going to Miami. Your dad’s had a heart attack. I’m driving you to JFK tomorrow, and you’re flying back to London. We’ve sorted your tickets.’

My dad was only 50, but his heart had been setting off alarm bells for a while; now, for the first time in my life, it was him that desperately needed my support – and not the other way around.

* * *

Nothing quite prepares you for the emotional impact of visiting a parent in hospital when they’re seriously ill.

It’s not that the medical and nursing staff didn’t try their darnedest to avoid dehumanising him. But this was my dad. Through my eyes, he’d always had an unshakeable aura; on the coronary care unit, he looked helpless, anxious and fragile.

Heaven only knows what my mum was feeling. In 1988, she’d had a small stroke, the morning after a ferocious family argument at our home in Calcutta; she was also still grieving over the recent loss of her younger brother. Suddenly, she was on the brink of losing everything.

My dad stayed in for weeks, as they prepared him for a coronary artery bypass operation. It was quite clear that he’d spent his time on the ward boasting about his son, the medical student. The staff regularly deferred to me to explain what was going on, while I politely nodded and pretended to understand.

On the day of his operation, my sister, my mum and I sat in the waiting room, crossing our fingers and touching wood that the next news we would hear would be positive.

My dad’s 50, I kept thinking. He’ll be fine.

It soon became apparent that he wasn’t fine.

We heard the cardiac arrest call go out, and observed a massive increase in activity from staff. We couldn’t be sure whose arrest it was, but – suspecting the worst – my mum was weeping into my shoulder.

Eventually, a senior doctor took us to another room.

‘The operation itself was straightforward. Unfortunately, post-operatively, Dr Sinha had a ventricular fibrillation cardiac arrest.’

He then looked at me.

‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you what one of those is.’

I nodded, weakly.

He continued.

‘There was quite a prolonged resuscitation attempt. And the good news is that we’ve managed to get his heart into sinus rhythm. He survived the arrest. He’s on the coronary care unit, and hopefully you’ll be able to visit him soon.’

My dad had survived a cardiac arrest. In later years, I attended many cardiac arrests. They are frenzied, hugely stressful incidents, and a large proportion of patients fail to enjoy the same good fortune.

To the cardiac arrest team at King’s College Hospital, I imagine this was just another job, on a particularly busy day. But there is a human story behind every such incident. And their dedication to one particular patient, on one particular afternoon, is something for which I’ll never stop feeling immensely grateful.

Without them, I’d be nothing.




CHAPTER 7

Enormously cheered by the news that I still had a dad, life continued.

Socially, I was doing well, landing one of the most prestigious posts at medical school – co-editing the student newsletter.

Published every month or so, this was not a dour catalogue of student achievement. It contained utterly trashy gossip about who’d been seen kissing whom – thus earning the nickname the ‘Slag Mag’. By co-editing it with my mate Duncan, I gained yet more friends – but also my first enemies.

* * *

Meanwhile, I’d been dabbling with the gay scene, usually at Brief Encounter, and I was no longer a virgin.

That said, a second date with anyone had proved elusive.

Then, one evening in early 1991, I wandered into Soho’s altogether more butch version of Brief Encounter, called Comptons. A slightly older, and significantly more denim-clad crowd hung out there; pints, rather than spirits, were de rigueur.

I ordered my overpriced continental lager, looked up from the bar, and spotted a guy standing on his own, who was … stunning. He looked at me and winked. I swear, with that one wink, I’ve never felt so desired, before or since.

We got chatting, and his Liverpudlian accent made me feel quite unwell with lust.

Steven was a football fan – Everton, but you can’t win ’em all – and worked as a plasterer. This was starting to sound like the plot of a low-budget gay porn film.

We stayed for a couple of drinks then sat in Trafalgar Square, chatting further, my antipathy to cold weather having mysteriously disappeared.

We went back to his house, which I was surprised to discover he shared with an elderly Sri Lankan widow. We kissed, and then I wandered off into the night.

I decided that staying over was an unnecessary risk, at the end of what felt like my first proper date.

This wasn’t just lust for me.

This was love.

Exactly what it was from his angle, I still have no idea.

For four months, I had a vague semblance of a boyfriend. We didn’t meet frequently, but when we did, sparks flew, angels played violins … well, you get the picture.

In fact, the night we snogged in a Vauxhall nightclub to the sound of Cher’s ‘Shoop Shoop Song’, the Bayeux Tapestry of my life had rarely felt more deftly embroidered.

There were minor alarm bells, which I chose to ignore. He never met any of my friends, and appeared to have none of his own. When he first took me to the cinema, it was to see Look Who’s Talking Too. But the fact remained that I was occasionally seeing a devilishly handsome, football-loving, beer-drinking, Liverpudlian plasterer, who lived a mile away. This was beyond my wildest dreams.

For my twenty-first birthday, it was back to the cinema. Could we find a film which we both liked?

I was keen to see The Silence of the Lambs – the celebrated psychological thriller that defined the reputations of Anthony Hopkins, Jodie Foster and fava beans. We ended up seeing Mermaids – the inoffensive romantic comedy that helped define the failures of our relationship.

Over the course of the evening, I became aware that something was seriously wrong. This was my birthday treat, yet Steven was tetchy and irritable, blocking most of my attempts at humour.

Despite a flat, disappointing evening, we said our goodbyes on amicable terms, and I was hopeful that the next date would be better.

I never saw or heard from him again. In this pre-smartphone, pre-social-media era, he was able simply to remove me from his life. I won’t begin to pretend that I kept my dignity. I phoned, and I phoned, and I phoned.

There would either be no answer, or an inscrutable Sri Lankan widow, who proved to be a surprisingly skilful cockblocker.

These days, we call it ‘ghosting’.

The more accurate description is ‘ripping someone’s soul apart, by denying them any sense of closure’.

For several weeks, I sat morosely in bed, listening to ‘Jealousy’ by the Pet Shop Boys, every poignant lyric in the chorus causing me pangs of self-pity.

My first attempt at a relationship had come to an ignominious end, teaching me a very valuable lesson.

If something seems too good to be true, it probably is.

* * *

Despite Steven’s best efforts, my second year at St George’s was enjoyable; throwing myself into drunkenness and hedonism, to relieve the growing pressure of my studies.

It was now June 1991, and I had five particularly tough exams to pass; although my efforts weren’t comically bad, I lost yet another summer to re-sits. This time, there were four of them.

This was my Last Chance Saloon. If I failed any of the four, no dead uncles or begging letters would save me. Most of my friends remember the summer of 1991 for their increasingly homicidal feelings towards Bryan Adams. I remember the summer for working with an intensity that I’ve never matched, before or since. Somehow, I dragged myself through all four exams, and into my third year.

From now, my training moved away from the lecture theatre and onto the hospital wards, where we were taught alongside real-life patients.

It was the first time that I’d encountered the hospital consultant community, the vast majority of whom were white, heterosexual, male, public school-educated and utterly insufferable.

I hadn’t understood until then just how many doctors saw Sir Lancelot Spratt from Doctor in the House as aspirational, and how many of them took great delight in fluffing their own pathetic egos by gleefully terrorising and humiliating medical students. The good students, of course, were saved from these humiliations, and instantly looked and felt at home on the wards.

I, by contrast, mumbled and fumbled with no great conviction.

The massive relief of having got through my first two years had quickly been replaced by yet more angst as to what on earth I was doing with my life.

Furthermore, my social life was becoming complicated.

I’d come out to some of my friends – but not all of them. I enjoyed drunkenly snogging girls; not just for physical pleasure, but also to put people off the scent.

The great catalyst in my further opening of the closet door was the boy band Take That. When they emerged in the early 1990s, they were the first pop stars I could remember to be aggressively marketed at young gay men.

Their early promotion left nothing to the imagination; their naked frolicking in jelly for the video to ‘Do What U Like’ made Sam Smith look positively bashful in comparison.

When I first watched the video, and their subsequent rise to superstardom, I realised that this was my opportunity to become a teenager again, but this time on my own terms. The plan was to push open my closet door, through my love for Gary, Mark, Robbie, Jason and the other one.

In 1992, I decided that it was a rum state of affairs that I had still not come out to my sister, Lily. It was clear she did not have a homophobic bone in her body, so there was no need for me to insult her any further.

She’d invited me up to a Saturday night disco at Warwick, where she’d been studying for an Economics degree. That’s right – Economics. My dad may not have raised his son to be an accountant, but he clearly had no such qualms about his daughter.

As the evening wore on, I took her to one side.

‘Lily, I’ve got something to tell you.’

‘What is it?’

‘I really like Take That.’

‘Oh, so do I. What’s your favourite song?’

‘“Do What U Like”.’

‘Oh right, you’re gay. Cool.’

And that was that.

* * *

A couple of years later – one month before my medical finals – my mates and I hosted a student house party.

My bedroom walls, bedecked as they were with Take That posters, proved an unusual but efficient mechanism for coming out to my friends en masse. I went to bed that night having smashed open the closet door. To my friends at medical school, I was now an out, proud, gay man.

The next morning, the phone rang; as the only housemate awake, I took the call.

‘Hello?’

‘Paul?’

‘Hi, Mum. What’s up?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Eh?’

‘I don’t really know what to say. I don’t understand anything right now.’

‘Mum?’

‘You must’ve had some sort of party last night. Somebody rang me from your party.’

At this point, last night’s food started to resurface.

‘Mum??’

‘I don’t know why, but someone just said, “Your son, Paul, is gay,” and put the phone down. Just tell me the truth. Are you gay?’

My response would have shamed the most melodramatic of am-dram productions. I hung up, and collapsed to the floor in tears.

Eventually, I got to my feet, ran into my bedroom, and tore down all my Take That posters, destroying the legacy of a three-year addiction to teen magazines. My hungover housemates were awoken by me screaming, ‘My life’s over. My life’s over.’

My mum was never meant to find out I was gay.

The plan was that one day she’d serenely die in her sleep, having always touchingly clung to the naïve belief that I ‘just hadn’t found the right girl yet’.

I was never going to come out to my mum. But that didn’t mean I wanted someone else to do it for me. This was a catastrophe.

Fuck life.

Fuck being gay.

And fuck alcohol, for its long, proud track record of turning perfectly nice people into arseholes.

There was so much to take in.

My mum had suddenly been delivered a piece of gossip that she wasn’t nearly worldly-wise enough to comprehend; one which would have shattered every single one of her assumptions about her son’s future. What on earth was I meant to think, having had any presumed agency as to how to tell my mother wrenched from me in such a brutal way?

And, seriously, what level of weapons-grade psychopath would think that it would be amusing to destroy someone’s life as a prank?

For three decades, I’ve lived with the knowledge that one of my closest friends did this to me. I literally have no idea which one, because it could have been any of them. All my closest friends have been capable of heroism when sober, and astonishing dickheadery when drunk.

My embarrassing display of competitive weeping and interpretive dance eventually spluttered to an end, as I summoned up the wherewithal to ring my mum back and say, ‘We’ll chat later.’

That evening, we sat on her bed. In a conversation that barely exceeded a whisper, it was clear that my mum didn’t understand.

I explained that this was not a choice, and that this was how I’d felt for an awfully long time. I explained to her that I didn’t believe this would ever change, although I refused to rule it out completely.

I didn’t explain that this was the reason that, on the night that Channel 4 first screened My Beautiful Laundrette, I’d locked myself in my bedroom, and put a ‘do not disturb’ sign on the door.

But in truth, I didn’t know what to say. I knew that there were no words I could produce that would salve the pain and confusion she was currently feeling.

‘Are you going to say anything to Dad?’

‘Are you out of your mind? After all his heart problems? I’m saying nothing.’

She was as good as her word, for 11 years. In fact, she never mentioned it to me, either. But it was 11 years in which it was only too easy to see the pain etched in her features. My word, she’s different now. But back then, she was a wreck.

I was also a wreck, and sought counselling for the first time. I thumbed through the classified listings at the back of Gay Times, looking for people who specialised in this sort of thing.

A few days later, I found myself in a flat in Wimbledon, chatting to a specialist counsellor. He listened to my story, and showed no empathy whatsoever. He kept questioning whether I was truly gay, explaining to me that my mum was right to be upset.

‘You’ve ruined her life. She will have wanted grand-children.’

His primary advice was that I should join a local swimming club, to give me some idea of whether or not I truly was gay.

It was when he offered to accompany me to said swimming club that I hastily made my excuses and left. If I was ever going to make peace with my mum, it wasn’t going to be through a predatory, self-loathing gay counsellor.

This was turning into some week. A month before my final exams, my life had totally imploded. My finals were already going to be tough, and I was really struggling to prepare.

In addition, for quite a while, there had been an even bigger issue damaging my life.




CHAPTER 8

On 8 June 1990, the eyes of football lovers across the globe were focused on the opening game of the FIFA World Cup, as the holders, Argentina, took on rank outsiders Cameroon.

On paper, the game looked like a formality for the Maradona-inspired South American superstars.

But ten medical students living in Tooting dared to dream. We walked into a branch of William Hill, and each bet one precious pound on a Cameroon victory, at odds of 10–1.

It was just meant to be a bit of fun, to add spice to our evening watching the game in the common room of our halls of residence. What we witnessed, with increasingly disbelieving eyes, has long since passed into footballing folklore.

Cameroon scored a spectacularly shit goal.

Furthermore, two Cameroonians were sent off; most memorably Benjamin Massing, taking down Claudio Caniggia with such brutality that triumphant cheers could be heard all the way from Port Stanley.

Cameroon had done us proud. And we unexpectedly found ourselves £10 the richer, an incident I remember with great fondness.

Or at least, I would remember this incident with great fondness, but for one thing. This was by no means the last occasion that I would visit a William Hill.

* * *

I can’t even remember what first drew me to betting.

It certainly wasn’t the atmosphere; the stench of cigarette smoke and failure was hardly aspirational, and very few of the regulars were of my age. I didn’t spend my time betting on the sports that I loved, because they weren’t the sports that gave me the thrill of a rapid result.

Horse racing did, but I never truly got the hang of reading the form. This left greyhound racing.

Its main appeal was the prospect of a virtually instant result on the bet.

The formlines were easier to follow, and perusing the Racing Post and Sporting Life often felt like an intellectual challenge. It was the nature of this challenge that would continue to draw me in.

My sister Lily has since theorised that the main reason I became a gambling addict was the intense desire to show off how clever I was. And as usual, she is right.

An occasional flutter, because you think you’re clever, is relatively harmless. But it was an act of unforgivable hubris to believe that, with no inside information, I could outsmart one of the most reputedly corrupt sports on the planet.

I don’t really remember at what point things started becoming problematic; I imagine that addicts rarely do. In my third year at medical school, I kept running out of money, but luckily, my funds were regularly topped up by the generosity of my bank in offering undergraduate loans. I told them that I needed the money for textbooks and stethoscopes.

They had no idea what I was frittering it on.

Like every gambler, I was floridly boastful and generous when I was winning, and silent about the losses.

As a student, this addiction was crippling. When, in later years, I started chucking a doctor’s salary at the problem, it was criminally wasteful. In the 2000s, the situation worsened with the emergence of fixed-odds betting terminals.

The delusion that putting money into a virtual roulette machine was the same as playing roulette became so widespread that, for a number of years, you could walk into any bookmaker and witness people losing not just their home, but also their family home in Shanghai.

My own nadir involved walking into a Ladbrokes in West Norwood, winning a grand on a roulette machine, then proceeding to lose every single penny. These were ten of the most intense minutes of my life.

* * *

Why me?

I think there’s more to it than intellectual arrogance.

I think, throughout my life, I’ve always had some form of attention deficit disorder, and that gambling arose from sheer boredom and the need for thrills.

The same boredom responsible for me being a disruptive child also led to me seeking dopamine highs in the betting shop.

And there were highs. These included a glorious week on the roulette tables of Las Vegas in 2003, which funded my holiday and made me feel, albeit briefly, like an emperor.

But the highs were all too rare. Gambling destroyed my life, damaged the quality of my friendships and laid waste to my long-term financial leverage.

And gambling has continued to destroy the lives of countless others. This is well documented, but opportunities for a serious debate have been buried under the weight of commercial interests.

Miraculously, I no longer gamble.

I wish I could tell you what the magic solution turned out to be, but I’m not entirely sure. Eventually, through my obsessions with comedy and the acquisition of knowledge, I started finding that much-needed dopamine hit elsewhere.

But this was not the case in June 1994. I’d suffered three years of gambling losses, and one month of being out of the closet to my mum.

I approached my medical finals both broken-hearted and broke.

* * *

To complete the most improbable of journeys from reluctant medical student to qualified doctor, three obstacles now stood in my way.

My finals consisted of oral examinations in Medicine, Surgery, and Obstetrics and Gynaecology.

It was the last of these that I feared.

This fear had nothing to do with any antipathy to ‘women’s bits’, and everything to do with my now entrenched inability to visualise complex structures in three dimensions.

I walked into the interview room to be confronted by two consultants. One of them was Dr Alison Peattie.

Eighteen months previously, I’d been one of her students, and her initial warmth had given way to understandable irritation and confusion as to what a weak student I was. As I walked in, I saw a smile creep across her face.

That smile turned out to be the highlight of my 20-minute exam.

The two consultants took turns to fire questions at me, and perplexed glances at each other. Eventually, Dr Peattie handed me two models representing a foetus and a female pelvis, and asked me to demonstrate the change in posture of the former as it passes through the latter. She knew full well the pitiful spectacle that was about to follow. She may even have known that this was testing my triple crown of inadequacy: anatomical knowledge, 3-D visualisation and manual dexterity.

It’s not that I hadn’t delivered babies, but in all those cases, a skilled midwife had guided me through the entire process.

Now, however, I was utterly alone.

My ineptitude had consequences. When I realised I had a piece of doll in each hand, I couldn’t help but feel this was the wrong moment to accidentally decapitate a virtual neonate.

Stunned silence gave way to uproarious laughter, and, although Dr Peattie’s benign smile brought me the briefest of respite, I couldn’t help noticing that her colleague had written the word ‘FAIL’ next to my name.

And so 1994 joined 1987, 1989 and 1991 as my Years Without a Summer.

In hindsight, there were silver linings to this particular cloud. Most importantly, anyone who’s not yet ready to be a doctor should not be practising as a doctor.

I was meant to start a house officer job in Plymouth that August. I would have been catastrophically underprepared.

My other consolation was that I was not alone, my mate Duncan having also failed one of his exams. By this stage we’d drunk together, we’d edited a gossip mag together, we’d circumnavigated the globe together, we’d spent a traumatic week in a Papua New Guinea hospital together, and now we’d failed our finals together.

We got our heads down for the next six months and, in November, we both passed at the second time of asking. We were delighted.

But for one person, there was unconfined joy.

On the same evening as the results came out, a 54-year-old Bengali anaesthetist was causing something of a stir in the medical school bar. Cheerfully ignoring his poor cardiac health, he held court, chatting to everyone and buying round after round. Seven-and-a-half years after first sitting his A-levels, his son had finally qualified as a doctor. Honestly, I’d never seen anyone look prouder.

My years at medical school had been a rollercoaster.

At a reunion dinner two decades later, I would close my speech with the following words: ‘I arrived at St George’s a teetotal, 18-year-old virgin, with no knowledge of medicine whatsoever. By the time I left I was a problem-drinking, promiscuous gay man, with a crippling gambling addiction … and no knowledge of medicine whatsoever.’

It had taken six stressful months to turn abject failure into belated triumph. Little did I know that those six months would alter the course of my life in a way I could never have foreseen.

The previous year, a mate of mine – Guy Titley – had been through the whole failing-finals process himself. I asked him if he had any advice regarding re-sits.

‘Get a hobby. If you don’t get a hobby, you’ll drive yourself insane.’

So I did.




CHAPTER 9

I was never the funny one at school, unless your idea of ‘funny’ is seeing an 11-year-old with a full adult moustache.

Traditionally, the ChessMathsQuiz guy is rarely the class clown, and I was certainly no exception. What also didn’t help was my sexuality drifting to a very different lane to that of my friends. This meant that I didn’t intuitively ‘get’ the jokes being told by my schoolfriends, based, as they largely were, around their burgeoning appreciation of the female sex.

But from an early age, I had been fascinated by comedy. My dad was a huge fan of classic BBC sitcoms: Dad’s Army, Porridge, The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin and especially Fawlty Towers. The first time I remember watching TV and laughing till it hurt was the moment a rat called Basil revealed himself to aghast diners at a Torquay hotel.

One afternoon, our English teacher decided to read excerpts from an Alan Coren anthology called Golfing for Cats. So painful was my laughter that I became enamoured with the idea of writing funny.

A more tawdry awakening took place during the Christmas holidays of 1983. Typically for the holidays, we were hanging out with a variety pack of my dad’s medical mates – on this occasion, in Rochdale.

I was sharing a bedroom with two Bengali friends, Tublu and Bapi.

Tublu could often be every bit as socially awkward as me, but his heterosexuality meant that, even at 13, he was far more worldly-wise. Bapi was already a confident, funny alpha male, whose twin passions were women and women’s tits.

One night, as we were trying to sleep, Tublu told us that he’d recently heard a great joke.

‘Go on then.’

‘A woman walks into a sperm bank and says, “I’d like to make a deposit.” Then she spits out into a handkerchief.’

Bapi howled.

I didn’t even pretend to understand the joke, my knowledge of heterosexuality being limited to what I’d seen in biology textbooks. My silence was duly noted, and I confessed my ignorance of the dynamics of the punchline.

‘You don’t know what a blowjob is?’

‘Nope.’

‘Paul, what you need … is Star Wars.’

Bapi stood up, and dragged a box from his top shelf, innocently labelled ‘STAR WARS TOYS’.

But on opening the mystery box, there were no Wookiees or Ewoks.

Instead there was a solitary hardcore porn mag.

He opened the magazine, and triumphantly revealed the centre spread: a man being fellated by a woman.

‘Look: this is a blowjob. Take a close look. Wouldn’t you love this done to yourself?’

‘Wouldn’t it hurt my knees?’

As we chatted into the small hours, Bapi and Tublu explained to me just what straight people got up to. They were opening a box labelled ‘adolescence’.

And as I grew to understand more about the spectrum of human sexual experience, I understood far more jokes, and consequently became a funnier person. This meant that, two years later, when Channel 4 started screening its now legendary comedy variety show Saturday Live, it was the perfect show for my teenage tastes.

Clever, filthy, funny and left-wing?

Just let me at it.

Inspired by his passionate monologues, a bunch of us went to see Ben Elton live at the Hammersmith Odeon.

It seems strangely unfashionable to admit it now, but to watch Ben Elton articulating his worldview in such a relentlessly entertaining way is what made me fall utterly in love with stand-up comedy as an artform.

My next live comedy experience was in a comedy tent at an anti-racism festival, where a brilliant newer comedian – John Moloney – performed under the stage name The Angry Young Accordionist.

His combination of left-wing invective and pinpoint musical parody was thrilling to watch, and when he took swipes at The Housemartins, it was my first introduction to the idea that left-wing people were allowed to brutally attack each other.

I was a teenage comedy superfan.

As it turned out, my choice of medical school was perfect.

* * *

At St George’s, stand-up comedy was always part of the conversation.

It wasn’t just the occasional visiting performers – who included Bill Bailey, Felix Dexter and a very young Matt Lucas.

It wasn’t just our annual medical school revue, for which I frequently both wrote and performed. It was also Tooting’s proximity to any number of comedy clubs.

At the first club I ever went to – a tiny room above a pub in Soho – I watched brilliant character comedy from Peter Baynham, who would later make his name collaborating with both Pot Noodle and Sacha Baron Cohen – Sachet Baron Cohen, if you will.

That same night, in an indication of the hugely political nature of so much comedy at the time, the show was headlined by an a cappella group called Draylon Underground, whose final song was a scathing satire of US foreign policy in Nicaragua.

My second ever visit to a comedy club was to Banana Cabaret – a legendary Balham venue, still going strong today. It was there that I witnessed a young, impregnable citadel of confidence – Mark Lamarr – spend half his stage time detailing a recent trip to an MC Hammer concert, and the other half destroying members of the audience.

I was awestruck. Comedians were my new gods. Along with racehorses and greyhounds.

There was another reason why comedy was always part of the conversation. I joined St George’s mere months after the graduation of Dr Matthew Hall.

He had clearly left an impact on younger students, given just how reverentially they spoke of him.

‘You like comedy? You wanna check out my mate, Harry Hill.’

So we did, at the Cartoon Club in Clapham, where he was on a double bill with Dominic Holland, a man who was cheerfully unaware he would soon father Spider-Man.

Dominic Holland was sensationally funny; Harry Hill – or ‘Dr Hall’ to his patients – was somehow even more so. His hugely original fusion of non sequiturs and callbacks left me breathless with excitement at the creativity of stand-up.

Although most of my friends enjoyed comedy, very few of them shared my absolute passion for it. One who did, however, was my sister Lily. So my six months’ enforced absence from medical school was a good opportunity to get really stuck into stand-up.

Once more, the much-missed listings magazine Time Out was our friend; we went all over town, basking in the brilliance of many then-unknowns who would become national treasures.

The beautifully rambling anecdotes of Alan Davies.

The pitch-perfect wordplay of Milton Jones.

The passionate socialist diatribes of Lee Hurst.

But we didn’t just watch good comedy.

Cosmic Comedy Club in Hammersmith held a new act competition every Tuesday, where the atmosphere was febrile. It was a step down from a gong show, but still entertainingly combative.

The first time we went, the clear winner was the hugely promising Lee Mack; on another night, the audience were terrorised into submission by a possibly drunk Johnny Vegas.

These geniuses certainly inspired me; the less successful ones, perhaps even more so.

Because, eventually, I was hit by a nagging thought I simply couldn’t banish.

If I try my hand at stand-up comedy – what’s the worst that can happen?




CHAPTER 10

In February 1995, having passed my exams at last, I began my first ever medical post – as a house officer in surgery and urology at St Helier Hospital, Carshalton. These were very familiar surroundings indeed.

It was where, at the age of seven, I received stitches after a neighbour’s child had hauled a large rock over our garden fence – straight onto my forehead.

Much of my childhood was spent there, visiting friends of my dad who had travelled from Calcutta for lucrative locum work. And now, improbably, I was on the payroll.

St Helier was the sibling teaching hospital of St George’s, so I was among supportive friends.

This was lucky, because, boy, did I need support.

* * *

Long before Line of Duty, the writer Jed Mercurio hit prime-time paydirt by drawing on his experiences as a junior doctor to create the BBC medical drama Cardiac Arrest.

An apocalyptic vision it might have been, but all of us junior doctors watched rapt, seeing our lives reflected back at us.

Such was the reality of working in a busy teaching hospital in the 1990s.

Admittedly, my job wasn’t that difficult. I was essentially a skilled data clerk. My main duty was to troubleshoot, and to know exactly when to refer for help. Fortunately, in acute emergencies, my opinion was usually bypassed in favour of senior members of the team.

Horror stories about working hours were not exaggerated, and it was certainly common to be asked to do a 57-hour shift over a long weekend. But that wasn’t the worst thing about being the most junior member of the team.

It was that your mental health was considered expendable.

Hospital managers would often use threats or coercion to get you to agree to unexpected shift changes. And, should anything ever go wrong with a patient, your senior colleagues would do everything in their power to scapegoat you.

On one occasion, a senior surgeon – facing the consequences of his clumsy scalpelwork – stormed into the doctors’ mess and berated my clerking skills in front of a dozen colleagues. It was a risible attempt to shift the blame, which deservedly fell on unsympathetic ears, but the acute stress of it caused me to miss a relatively straightforward black.

The pool table, the juniors’ camaraderie and the on-site accommodation all helped me cope – and, to my great surprise, I wasn’t that bad at the job. On that last point, other opinions are widely available. Plus of course, by then, I had also found my new distraction.

In early spring, after a lengthy perusal of Time Out, I booked myself a spot at a weekly new act comedy competition. I had no desire whatsoever to be a professional comedian. I just wanted to say that I’d tried it; to have unusual and interesting anecdotes at dinner parties.

The spot was booked for June. I had four months to write five minutes of comedy.

I decided early on that I wanted my set to be heavy on one-liners.

I decided early on that I wanted to be openly gay onstage; comedy seemed to be the last place for dishonesty.

I decided early on that there’d be plenty of jokes in very bad taste indeed.

I decided early on that I wanted to make an impression.

* * *

The day arrived.

I woke up terrified, and stayed terrified for the rest of the day. I must have cut a very distracted figure at that morning’s urology ward round.

At exactly 5pm, I left the wards, walked out of the hospital, and drove to Ha Bloody Ha Comedy Club in Acton – arriving two hours early.

I wandered to a nearby park and aimlessly walked around for an hour, reciting every one of my supposed zingers. I’d never tried these jokes on anyone, and so had no idea whether they were remotely funny. My own impulsive decision-making was entirely to blame.

When I eventually summoned up the courage to turn up to the gig, I could see that a sizeable proportion of the audience were friends of mine.

Whatever happened tonight, I had backup.

But what I really needed was for the first act to die on their arse; I needed an early guarantee that I wouldn’t be the worst act on the bill.

‘Your first act tonight, returning after winning last week – please welcome, Oliver Turnbull!’

An extremely skilled comedian performed a blisteringly funny set for ten minutes. I sat there in horror, thinking to myself, Oh, what have I done?

Fortunately, the quality settled down after that.

There were some bad acts, as well as some good ones. Eventually – it was my turn. Here goes …

Joke 1: nothing.

Joke 2: nothing.

A delicious parody of the song ‘I Swear’ by All-4-One: nervous titters.

Joke 4: nothing.

It’s almost exactly a year on, and I’m back in my Obstetrics and Gynaecology finals.

Half of my friends can’t look me in the eye; the other half are looking directly into my eyes, with sadistic glee.

I can’t just walk off.

I have to keep ploughing on.

‘I used to be a screaming homosexual. But you learn to relax your muscles – it doesn’t hurt quite so much.’

Big laughs.

Everything improves once I start talking about being gay. I’m no longer dying.

Don’t get me wrong; my ragtag collection of off-colour one-liners and badly sung musical snippets was not especially well received. But I did not die.

I’d done just about well enough to keep me interested.

I hadn’t been presumptuous enough to book a second gig, and assumed I’d have to wait another four months.

The following Tuesday, I plucked a contact number from Time Out. The promoter at the other end rather wrong-footed me.

‘See you this Saturday!’

What?

Four days?!

* * *

On that Saturday, I was one of three new acts who comprised the first half of a gig at the King’s Head Theatre Pub in Islington.

I’d never heard of the headline act, Ed Byrne, and I hadn’t heard of the compère, Simon Pegg, but watching them perform I made a mental note that, if they stuck at it, they may well have bright futures.

As for my gig, it was very much second time lucky. By any criteria, I did really well, and, in a touching acknowledgement of how off-colour some of my jokes were, Simon Pegg returned to the stage with the words: ‘Paul Sinha there. Available for children’s parties.’

Just because I’d done well for the first time didn’t mean I was getting any crazy ideas. I was just pleased to feel justified in booking a third gig.

And this was the big one: the new act competition at Cosmic in Hammersmith.

My third ever gig would see me grace the same stage where I’d previously seen Johnny Vegas and Lee Mack, but unlike them, I’d have the benefit of a load of my mates cheering me on.

Again, my gig went well. Not well enough to topple the winner – the hilarious, but sadly long-retired, Seanie Conran. But I did finish joint runner-up with Gina Yashere, who became my first comedy friend.

I rang her up later that summer, asking for advice.

‘If you wanna watch a really good gay comedian, there’s a young Irish guy, Graham Norton – he’s storming it at the moment.’

* * *

My first three gigs had gone way too well for the limited ability I’d shown.

I knew it was an illusion, boosted by partisan audiences packed with my mates. However, that night in Hammersmith, I was approached by a young, sharp-suited man.

‘I can make you a professional comedian within six months.’

Unsurprisingly, my heart skipped a beat, and I fell for every aspect of his patter. He told me that I’d be perfect for a pub gig he ran in Tunbridge Wells.

A couple of weeks later, I turned up to the venue to find a microphone in a stand.

No separate function room.

No other comedians.

No sharp-suited man.

Just seven customers, minding their own business.

I asked the barman what was going on. He told me that he’d been trying to get hold of the promoter for some time, without success. They’d set the gig up in good faith and, now I was here, I might as well do my time. I explained that this was only my fourth gig, and that I had – at best – five to seven minutes.

‘Well, that’s better than nothing.’

For seven minutes, a handful of blameless customers had their Monday night conversations interrupted by a man with a microphone, peddling gay filth.

It was my first comedic death, made worse by the abject humiliation of singing a song about losing my virginity to the tune of ‘I Will Survive’. But I don’t consider this a true death, in that neither I nor they were to blame. I walked out of the pub to the sound of silent pity.

My comedy education was progressing very rapidly indeed.

I never heard from the sharp-suited faux-promoter again; I’m not sure I even got his name. Nevertheless, I’d like to thank him for being such a conman that he inadvertently steepened my learning curve, because I discovered a lot in my first two months as a comedian: both the unique joy of a good gig – and that a bad gig wasn’t anywhere near as traumatic as a bad day at work at St Helier Hospital.

Comedic death was not in the same league as real death.

Despite this early apprenticeship though, a change in circumstances meant I had no choice but to apply the brakes on my accelerated start.

I was about to leave London for two years.




CHAPTER 11

In 1995, prestigious teaching hospitals were not exactly knocking the door down to secure my services. However, some frenzied last-minute job applications had resulted in me being thrown a curveball.

My second house officer job was at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital in King’s Lynn, an unprepossessing town in north Norfolk.

I knew nothing of the town.

Its membership of the Hanseatic League.

Its status as the constituency of Britain’s first prime minister, Robert Walpole.

Its picturesque location on the banks of the Great Ouse.

I’d just taken a random punt, because I was running out of time and options.

As it turned out, escaping London for a relatively quiet district general hospital was the perfect move for me, allowing me to learn my trade under far less pressure. A combination of civilised working hours and a regular social life meant that I made friends easily.

At the time, it was common practice for pharmaceutical reps to take junior doctors on regular meals out, during which the doctors would be plied with food and drink, and ‘persuaded’ of the benefits of a particular medication.

It was a pointless exercise, in that junior doctors simply prescribe what the hospital tells them to prescribe. But nonetheless, I cheerfully became the official Drug Reps Rep, trying to make sure that the doctors whose company I enjoyed got as many free meals as was humanly possible.

I was a medium-sized fish in a small pond, and I liked it.

And, for the first time in my life, my skills as a doctor were better than adequate – and they needed to be, because I was sometimes the first port of call in an emergency.

* * *

One Saturday afternoon, I was given the ominous news that a patient with a suspected heart attack was coming in.

I assessed the patient rapidly, and correctly identified the characteristic ECG changes of a myocardial infarction.

I correctly double-checked with senior staff and immediately administered the emergency clot-busting medication, efficiently sending him off to the coronary care unit for further assessment.

‘Will he be okay?’ asked one of his relatives.

‘He’ll be fine,’ I replied, confidently.

Two hours later, the patient went into cardiac arrest, from which he never recovered. I was utterly devastated.

Who was I, a mere junior doctor, to so comprehensively underestimate the cruelty and unpredictability of fate?

After informing the relatives of the worst possible news, I sat alone in a doctors’ office, weeping. Eventually, a senior doctor came along and put his hand on my shoulder.

‘Happens to us all, mate.’

No disaster that’s ever befallen me in comedy has ever come close to the misery I felt that Saturday afternoon.

* * *

Despite the occasional medical heartbreak, I look back very fondly on my two years in King’s Lynn.

I made longstanding friends.

One of them, David Dewar, would go on to be the third of my best men at my 2019 wedding. Another, Jonathan Tobin, would reach national hero status when running onto the pitch to save the life of the footballer Fabrice Muamba.

And I didn’t just make friends; I became a half-decent doctor.

I surprised myself, especially during my final six months in Accident and Emergency.

Every Friday and Saturday night, the corridors were packed with the victims of thuggery, as Britain’s weekend binge culture inevitably turned ugly. It fell to me, a man who had hitherto showed no manual dexterity whatsoever, to stitch up their wounds and to allow them to leave with their face restored.

There were certainly depressing moments. Whether it was the violent assaults, the injuries of drink-driving victims, or the slightly-confused-and-allegedly-inbred Wisbech residents arriving with maggots crawling out of their legs, A&E could sometimes feel quite relentless in exposing the ugly side of human existence.

By 1997, it was probably time for me to move on, but I had no real idea what I wanted to move on to.

Yes, I’d proven I could be a doctor. But I hadn’t remotely convinced myself that this was what I wanted to be doing for the rest of my life.

Nor did it feel like stand-up comedy was the answer, such was the slow progress that I’d made in the previous two years.

* * *

It had proved a tough balancing act, being a full-time junior doctor in Norfolk, while trying to make inroads into the London comedy circuit.

The shift system at work gave me plenty of time off, and I tried my best to take advantage.

In early September 1995, I’d rather optimistically booked myself in for the most notoriously difficult open spot in comedy. Sunday night, at Up the Creek in Greenwich.

The club, owned and hosted by the legendarily hard-drinking impresario Malcolm Hardee, had built up a reputation as having one of the toughest audiences for a professional comedian – let alone a naïve newbie. Despite this, I turned up with high hopes, safe in the knowledge that nothing could ever be worse than Tunbridge Wells.

In the front were Lily and two of my friends.

In the back were Jools Holland and a coterie of his friends.

This was my chance to impress boogie-woogie royalty.

Before the gig started, I tried to worm my way into Malcolm’s affections by helping him win money on the quiz machine. He seemed grateful at the time, but this did not translate to onstage support.

I remember the exact moment when my gig started to go wrong. The moment I walked onstage.

It didn’t matter how I tried to phrase a joke; when I looked at the audience, all I could see was anger. Panicking, I made an attempt to self-deprecate.

‘Hmmm. I appear to be dying.’

‘How would you like to try it for real?’ bellowed a voice from the darkness.

I was ill-equipped for this.

Minutes after taking the mic, I faced a cacophony of slow handclaps, and people shouting, ‘Malcooolm?’

I walked off, smiling sheepishly, desperately trying to convince the audience that I was somehow in on the joke. Emperor Hardee returned to his mob.

‘Blimey, you were a bit harsh tonight. Mind you, he was fucking shit.’

* * *

Three days later, I suffered a similar fate at a Wednesday-night new act competition, compèred by a 19-year-old Ross Noble.

At which point, you might be wondering: ‘Why didn’t you get the message? If the audience hated you that much, why did you keep coming back for more?’

To which the answer is: in between those two gigs, on the Tuesday night, I’d stormed it. With exactly the same material.

Such is the life of an open spot comedian.

You are fed a constant diet of mixed messages, because no two audiences are ever the same. One audience will hail you as a comedy genius; the next could quite happily have you brutally murdered.

Looking back at my nascent comedy career, I’m pretty sure that three consecutive deaths would have been enough for me to give up.

But the dreaded hat-trick never materialised. There were always enough nice gigs to keep me involved, and I thoroughly enjoyed being part of this eccentric world of lovable misfits, who seemed to be doing comedy for shits and giggles rather than long-term commercial ambition.

I also knew that I couldn’t properly give up comedy until I’d had another shot at living in London.

* * *

I was in a professional quandary. I was a hospital doctor; a half-decent one, but surely not passionate or skilful enough to continue for the rest of my life. I felt that my strength lay in the verbal communication side of medicine. I was also aware that my dad, wrong as he often was, didn’t consider psychiatry to be a proper medical speciality.

It took me an embarrassingly long time to come up with the idea of general practice.

General practice is medicine’s equivalent to a community support officer, with an emphasis on health education, good communication and troubleshooting.

In February 1998, I joined the GP training scheme in Newham, east London. I’d waltzed through an interview process where it turned out that my sexuality, ethnicity and background in comedy were all very much seen as positives.

To complete my training, I needed to do six months in Paediatrics, six months in Obstetrics and Gynaecology, and 12 months working under supervision at a GP practice. If that sounded relatively straightforward, it proved to be anything but.

It took a nimble mindset to adjust from life at a quiet district general hospital, serving a relatively monocultural catchment area, to working in a busy and overstretched hospital in east London. Suddenly, everything was dialled up to 11 – especially the first six months as a paediatrician.

Dealing with sickle cell emergencies, tropical diseases and families who only spoke Setswana, King’s Lynn soon felt like ancient history.

The Accident and Emergency department at King’s Lynn only resembled a warzone on Friday and Saturday nights, whereas for Newham’s A&E, this was very much the default setting.

My second three months of Paediatrics involved the toughest job of my life.

Neonatal medicine.

Given the way my career has panned out, I find it incredible that, for three months of my life, I nurtured the health of tiny specimens of humanity on the Special Care Baby Unit.

Whenever anyone says comedy’s the hardest job in the world, I wisely keep my counsel.

* * *

Despite the constant focus that my GP training demanded, I hadn’t quite given up my comedy career.

I didn’t seem to be improving, but I was still just about hanging on.

Then, towards the end of 1998, while I was on call for Obstetrics and Gynaecology, there was the curious incident of the Don in the night-time.

At about 8pm, the ward sister hollered across the room.

‘Dr Sinha? We have a phone call for you.’

‘Can you take a message? Find out who it is? I’m kinda busy at the moment.’

‘He says his name’s Don Ward, and he runs the Comedy Store in London.’

At which point I immediately put the baby down, ran to the desk and grabbed the phone off the ward sister. This, reader, was the scarcely believable chain of serendipity that turned out to be my career game-changer. Somebody had pulled out of a five-minute open spot at the world-famous Comedy Store in Piccadilly.

Don Ward, comedy’s most renowned impresario and owner of the venue, had worked his way through a list of names and numbers, frantically ringing around to find a replacement for next Thursday. He rang the number next to my name: my landline.

My housemate, Dave, explained that I was on call and, if he wanted to speak to me, he needed to ring Newham General Hospital. Improbably, Don Ward did exactly that.

So, did I want the spot?

Well, I’d written a new joke, with the punchline ‘pre-Midge-Ure ejaculation’. Where better to try it out?

* * *

I’d never been to the Comedy Store – a bizarre omission, for such a fanboy of the art.

I walked into a comedic wonderland, where the walls were festooned with newspaper cuttings; receipts from the club’s days as a foundational venue in the history of alternative comedy.

The venue was sold out, and had a bill to match.

Junior Simpson.

Lee Hurst.

Paul Tonkinson.

Ricky Grover.

And, as master of ceremonies, the effortless Tim Clark.

My five minutes set was scheduled for the middle of the second half.

I must say, considering none of the comedians had a clue who I was, they passed the ‘be nice to the newbie’ test with flying colours.

When Tim took to the stage, every single one of his bons mots landed, as he skilfully juggled the presumed stereotypes of the first two rows. In fact, during the entire first half, every joke landed.

This was altogether new territory for me, each comedian looking so utterly at home. What on earth could I bring to the show? Soon, it was my time to find out.

Stylistically, I hadn’t really moved on since that first gig in 1995. But the consistency of my jokes had.

My set may have been five minutes of disconnected, potty-mouthed filth; a far cry from the intelligence I’m often assumed to have. But this was a sold-out December audience. They’d come to laugh, and they absolutely delivered on that.

When I walked off the stage, it was to such thunderous applause that Tim Clark playfully pretended it was all for him.

I’d had good gigs before, but nothing remotely at this level, in this rarefied atmosphere.

Don Ward took me to his office, and with great ceremony wrote my name into a vacant space in the following year’s diary. Then my evening got weirder.

I was having a celebratory drink in the dressing room, when a slightly wizened man wandered in. Don turned to him.

‘Yes, I thought you’d be here eventually.’

I was intrigued.

The stranger shook my hand.

‘Hi. I’m Jon Keyes. I’m a comedy agent. And I’m interested in representing you.’

When I walked into the venue that night, I was nobody.

When I left, I was a professional comedian.




CHAPTER 12

So stunned was I with this change in fortunes, and so surprised to have acquired an agent, that I couldn’t be bothered to do any research on Jon Keyes. If I had, I’d have known that British acts were not really his speciality.

In much the same way that my dad’s friends used to fly from Calcutta to London to do lucrative locum work, a large number of international comedians saw the UK comedy circuit as a healthy money-spinner.

Thanks to the proliferation of comedy clubs, potential earnings in Britain far exceeded those of other countries, and Jon Keyes earned renown for his skills in facilitating a work visa.

As his most junior client, it became my role to drive his acts from gig to gig, in exchange for valuable stage time. I knew my status, and was grateful for the work; happy to suckle at the teat of insanely talented comedians such as Arj Barker, Stewart Francis, Jim Jefferies and the late Patrice O’Neal.

Thus far I’d achieved little as a comedian; by contrast, thanks to my new circumstances, I was now progressing at pace. In February, I finished third in the Hackney Empire New Act of the Year competition, behind future demigod Daniel Kitson and the clear winner, Anton.

Anton was a likeable Liverpudlian, whose every punchline was the phrase, ‘Doggie-style’.

It was a brilliant gimmick and him choosing not to continue his career was comedy’s loss.

* * *

My ‘angle’ – telling jokes about being a gay Asian doctor – was given grim impetus by the nail-bomber David Copeland.

His brief, murderous spree of racist and homophobic violence in London in 1999 had the inadvertent side effect of making my personal story more intriguing, giving me the illusion of relevance.

For the first time in my career, I was writing quite a lot of material. At the beginning of the year, I had about seven minutes. In May, I was booked for my first 20-minute set in London.

If that wasn’t pressure enough, the compère was Frank Skinner.

And the headliner …

Jerry Sadowitz.

His performance was classic Sadowitz: a barrage of ferocious intensity and relentless bad taste that threatened to bring the house down, before a remark about Stephen Lawrence lost the audience for good. It was grimly fascinating to watch; my comedic learning curve was steep.

I’d started doing ten-minute half-spots at the Comedy Store, at the first of which, I was delighted to be compèred by John Moloney.

‘Hi John. I once saw you as the Angry Young Accordionist at an anti-racism festival. You were one of the first stand-up comedians I ever saw, and you were brilliant.’

‘If you’re gonna stand there and go on about how old I am, you can fuck off.’

As I said, steep learning curve.

* * *

I must have been doing something right. In July, I was blessed by a visit from a Big Management Company – in the form of Avalon.

Avalon, and their rivals Off the Kerb, were the twin behemoths of British comedy management – and, even now, represent an eyewatering array of talent. The scout they’d sent to one of my gigs had clearly done his research, confusing me with the other up-and-coming Asian comedian on the bill – Paul Chowdhry, who actually had the better gig. Unfortunately for Paul, the agent had come on a mission to see me.

What was going on? Was one of Britain’s largest comedy agencies about to give me a tempting offer? Was I about to do the dirty on my blameless agent, less than a year after he’d taken me on?

The answer was: not exactly.

They did make me an offer.

But it wasn’t representation.

Instead, I was offered 40 gigs at student unions from Swansea to Aberdeen. I had never imagined this professional dilemma would ever arise.

‘I’m sorry, mate. I’m halfway through my final year of a GP training scheme. Is there any chance I could just do some of them?’

With the intransigence synonymous with major comedy agents, there was no room for compromise.

‘If you don’t wanna do all 40, we can always look elsewhere. This is, let me remind you, the chance of a lifetime.’

He wasn’t wrong.

But the idea of risking my medical career to take such an ambitious plunge made me feel sick with nerves. Could I ever forgive myself, if I didn’t take this opportunity?

Fortunately, my GP trainers proved to be sympathetic. They suggested extending my training by six months, showing touching keenness to not obstruct my dreams. I was enormously lucky to be the beneficiary of such generosity of spirit.

Much of the next year was spent on tour, with two hugely contrasting comedians.

Alfie Joey was a former priest with an appealingly mainstream shtick, whose talents included not just comedy, but winning over the most apathetic of karaoke audiences with his rendition of ‘Mack the Knife’.

Rob Rouse was a more fashionable combination of impish charm and inspired surreal trains of thought.

In addition, there was me. The Gaysian one-liner merchant.

It was asking a lot of any student audience to enjoy all three of us.

Collectively, we never let that distract us; every gig was a joy, and it was hard to escape the feeling that this, rather than medicine, was my dream.

The contrasting nature of my two jobs could sometimes play havoc with my emotions. After the adrenaline rush of live comedy, the following morning’s medical consultation could often feel like a dissonant comedown.

But compared to medicine, comedy was still paying a pittance – and I was still gambling most of it away.

I was not about to leave medicine.

In May 2000, I completed my GP training.

At the age of 30, my formal education was now at an end.

I planned to keep myself busy with locum work, which would enable me to control my own gig diary. Let’s see where comedy takes me, I thought.

Having decided to compromise the job security of general practice with a newfound passion for life as a clown, my parents were thrilled for me.

* * *

My first ever appearance on terrestrial telly was on The Warehouse, a long forgotten late-night variety show on LWT.

The executive producer, Kate Copstick, would become one of the Edinburgh Fringe’s most fearsome and least insightful comedy critics. The presenter, Miles Crawford, pre-recorded an interview with me, which each of the crew took turns to interrupt with a fictitious medical complaint.

Laugh? I nearly did.

Remembering that my closet door was still ajar, rather than fully open, I cobbled together five clean, asexual minutes of comedy. It was certainly not my best stuff.

On the day of broadcast, my parents were in India; the show was scheduled so late, I was pretty certain none of their friends would see it.

Yet on the evening they returned, my dad rang me up.

‘Paul? I’ve heard the most peculiar rumour about you. Some of my friends are absolutely convinced they saw you performing stand-up comedy on ITV.’

I reasoned it was pointless to fabricate a story about a comedian who looked exactly like me, and happened to share my name.

So I confessed all. Well – not quite all.

My mum was gobsmacked. She was halfway through her vow of silence on the subject of my sexuality and to her, nothing I said or did was remotely funny.

My dad, however, was curious and quietly impressed. He had always considered himself the funniest of his circle of friends; to this day, he regularly brings up his finest ever joke.


	Me:	I’d only ever use the Sun to wipe my arse with.

	Dad:	Would you use the Mirror, to make sure you’d done a thorough job?



Confident that there was no possible way comedy could interfere with my medical career, my dad was happy to live his comedic ambitions vicariously through those of his son.

It’s miraculous that for six years as an openly gay comedian, I managed to keep my sexuality a secret from my dad.

I was helped by my complete absence of a love life. Although, on this front, I did have one near miss.

* * *

In 2003, I was off to the South African city of Durban for a month, for a show called ‘India’s Kings of Comedy’.

We were decidedly not kings. Well – other than the compère, Russell Peters.

Russell was arguably Canada’s most famous stand-up, and he’d later become the first comedian in history to get a Netflix special. The rest of us were just five guys who knew him.

Asian comedy nights had always been a mixed experience for me. Ever since the deserved success of Goodness Gracious Me and The Kumars at No. 42, Asian audiences had come to expect every prospective brown comedian to reflect their lives back at them.

Relatability was never my strength, and I often struggled to bridge that gap.

In truth, Durban saw me only sporadically bridge that gap. Over the course of 21 shows, I mixed great gigs and distinctly average ones, and my one press review described my material as ‘boring bote noire [sic] babble’.

But at least I can spell.

Apart from the relentless sunshine, the great food, the thrill of seeing hippos and crocodiles in the wild, and the enjoyably cheap beer, I also watched England win the Rugby World Cup in a bar packed with locals disgusted that a team from outside their hemisphere had won the tournament.

There was also the unexpected bonus of falling in love.

Or was it lust?

Who knows.

His name was Damien.

That’s not his real name.

I can’t give you his real name, for very good reasons.

I can’t remember it.

I’d spotted him laughing from the stage, and bumped into him in the bar afterwards. While we were chatting, he unexpectedly started stroking my hand.

‘Is this what I think it is?’

‘Yep.’

A few days later we arranged a date and, to my astonishment, he turned up wearing a Liverpool shirt. I immediately assumed we were perfectly matched. Looking back, he may have just done his research. He worked in a car showroom by day, and as a hotel chef by night. Like me, he was obsessed with sport. I was so besotted that, even when he said …

‘Of course, the reason that England are playing so much better than South Africa at rugby at the moment is they’ve only got one black player in the team.’

… I immediately took this comment, and placed it in the part of my brain labelled ‘we can deal with that later’.

I thought I’d worked him out: a typically laddish South African sports aficionado. But in an unexpected move, he revealed that his true love was theatre.

‘I’d need about five grand to go to drama school in England. Would you be able to help me?’

I couldn’t tell him the true answer: ‘That rather depends on Trap 3 in the 5:38 at Walthamstow.’

Instead I played for time.

‘Er … er … um … it might be possible. I won’t actually know until I get back to London, and review my finances.’

I never heard from Damien again.

I was hoping that he saw me as every bit as charming and handsome as I saw him. But on the 480th time he failed to answer his phone, I had to admit defeat.

The joy of being ghosted had returned; this time, by a guy who had clearly only ever seen me as a free ticket to London.

A few years later, I eventually tracked him down on Facebook, and sent him a polite, conciliatory enquiry.

‘What was all that about, you wanker?’

He blocked me instantly.

With that, I felt a closure I hadn’t achieved with Steven.

It would be another 12 years before I had my heart broken again.

* * *

Overseas gigs were not just useful for broadening one’s horizons. They enabled me to present an illusion of glamour and success to my parents.

They weren’t especially well paid, and it could be quite difficult when English was a second language. But they were my parents, and I loved them.

I’ve been astonishingly lucky over the years and, thanks to the largesse of comedy promoters, I’ve sung ‘Born to Run’ in a Tokyo karaoke bar; eaten fresh dim sum in Hong Kong; watched Rory McIlroy tee off at the Dubai Open; been interviewed at the Bernabéu Stadium for Real Madrid TV; attended an all-night party in Bahrain; and performed to 4,000 people in Johannesburg.

I’ve gigged in Paris twice, yet I’ve never gigged in Leigh.

The best-known of these gigs were run by a company called the Laughter Factory, in the Middle East.

Thanks to two promoters – Duncan and Gail – I’ve performed in Dubai, Qaṭar, Oman and Baḥrain loads of times.

‘But Paul! You’re proudly LGBT! All these nations have long, inglorious histories of abusing their LGBT citizens! How can you justify this cognitive dissonance?’

The truth is: I can’t. I was wrong. I didn’t even do it for the money. I did it for the sunshine and the amazing food. It’s a sad day when you realise your principles are so flimsy you’d join God Hates Fags for a shot at the all-you-can-eat seafood buffet at the Crowne Plaza, Abu Dhabi.

Curiously, despite these countries operating under sharī‘a law, I was free to be pretty much as gay as I liked – as long as I was on stage.

There were rules, and they were straightforward.

You weren’t allowed to mock Islam.

You weren’t allowed to use the ‘c’-word.

And you weren’t allowed to talk about drugs in a positive manner.

You might think these rules were easy to stick to – but you’d be amazed how many comedians saw them as a challenge, rather than a pragmatic fudge to keep two lovely promoters out of prison.

After my first ever gig in Doha, a comically hot local approached me, and asked if we could have a chat in my room. To my delight, he wanted to chat about his sexuality; to my dismay, a chat was all he wanted.

My frustration made me feel like a terrible human being; at the least, I thought, Middle East gigs would allow me to meet a lot of hot, closeted locals. I was wrong.

That was as close as I ever got to sex.

Or, as I saw it, ‘leading a heroic resistance against a fascist theocracy’.

As the quality of my bookings showed, I’d developed into a pretty decent club comedian. Robust enough for all but the toughest gigs, and frequently headlining the easier ones.

Deaths were infrequent enough to be memorable anecdotes.

What I was missing was any idea of what to do next. Yet again, fate intervened.

On Friday 1 July 2005, as my train approached Manchester Piccadilly, I had little on my mind, other than the prospect of enjoying a weekend in one of my favourite cities. The only thing unusual about that night’s gig was that the Manchester Evening News had interviewed me to help promote the event.

I’d given a relatively open interview, in the belief that neither my dad nor any of his friends read the paper.

On arrival at the station, I popped into WHSmith, bought a copy, and opened it up to find a photo of my face staring back, under the headline, ‘THE ONLY GAY BENGALI DOCTOR IN THE VILLAGE’.

Despite this being the first mention of my sexuality in a British newspaper, I didn’t panic. I kept reminding myself that Bengalis didn’t read this particular publication.

I checked into the hotel, and arranged a late-afternoon pint with the Australian comic Steve Hughes. My phone rang.

‘Hello, Paul.’

‘Hi, Dad.’

‘Are you at home?’

‘No, Dad. I’m gigging in Manchester this weekend.’

‘Oh, okay. When you get back to London, please come round. I think we need a chat.’

I turned to Steve.

‘He knows.’

‘Good luck, mate.’

* * *

On the following Monday it was time, quite literally, to meet my maker.

When I arrived, my mum’s gloomy countenance only served to confirm my suspicions.

For a while, the three of us killed time, going through the rigmarole of watching the recent Countdown final.

But when my dad beat the two contestants to the Conundrum – ‘SIGNATURE’ – there were no celebrations on his part.

‘Come on, Paul. Let’s go upstairs.’

‘What’s up, Dad?’

‘I’m a bit worried about how much you’re travelling. It can be very dangerous on the roads. Especially late at night. We never stop worrying about you.’

Was this it? Bog-standard parental concern?

I garbled some reassurance that I’d try to reduce my late-night driving.

I then hesitantly tried to leave the room.

‘Just one more thing.’

At this point, I suffered the fate of so many Columbo suspects: lulled into a false sense of security, then hit by a sucker punch.

‘Your mum tells me there’s things about your life you haven’t told me yet.’

She’d broken. After 11 years of heroic, Trappist silence, my mum had finally broken.

It was now my turn to be silent.

For many agonising minutes, no words would leave my lips.

‘Paul, I’m your dad. I’ve been there for you for your whole life. I’ve done everything for you that a dad could possibly do. I’ve even supported your comedy career. This is me, Paul. Your dad. Just tell me the truth.’

‘I’m not gonna provide you with any grandchildren.’

‘Oh. Are you impotent?’

I couldn’t help it. A smile crossed my lips.

‘No, Dad. I’m not impotent.’

‘Are you gay?’

The biggest moment of my life had been presented to me on a plate.

My dad had had two heart attacks, two coronary-artery-bypass operations, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and several decades of insulin-dependent diabetes.

And now it fell upon me to kill him off.

‘Yes, Dad. I’m gay.’

I waited for the eruption.

His worst fears realised.

The end of the Sinha family name.

The end of his dreams of grandchildren through me.

‘I’ll be honest. I’d guessed. You’re a doctor, you’re a comedian, and yet you’ve never had a girlfriend. It didn’t make any sense. I’m glad you’ve told me. I worry about how this is going to affect you, in your life. But this is who you are. I know you haven’t done this to hurt me. You’re my son. And I love you all the same.’

GET THE FUCK IN!!

The 100–1 outsider.

Not the 1000–1 rank outsider, which would’ve been my dad saying, ‘You’re gay? Don’t tell your mum, but I’m a little bit bi-curious myself.’

But there’s no doubt about it: this was an absolute result.

It wasn’t anger I’d feared; it was anguish.

I’d spent my whole life thinking that coming out to my dad could only result in catastrophe.

I should have had more faith.




CHAPTER 13

I realise that everybody’s coming out story is different, but until I finally stepped out of that closet, I hadn’t truly appreciated what had been missing from my life.

That something was the inner calm that comes with honesty.

Making peace with my dad injected my comedy with new confidence, and gave me creative momentum.

I became preoccupied with a nagging thought, the kind that occurs to all jobbing comedians eventually.

Should I take this story to the Edinburgh Fringe?

* * *

My first Edinburgh Fringe was in 2001.

After a series of auditions, I had inveigled my way, along with seven other comedians, onto a showcase called ‘The Big Value Comedy Show’. For those not in the industry, the word ‘showcase’ here refers to an evening of shorter sets, performed by a variety of comedians – rather than a solo passion piece. It can be enormous fun for audience and performer alike, and it can launch careers.

For instance, every night I watched our headline act – a Cockney raconteur – offer his considered opinion on the difference between going out, and going ‘out’-out.

The show on immediately before ours featured four promising newcomers: Robin Ince, Jimmy Carr, Stephen Merchant and Ricky Gervais. Watching the four of them chatting away at the bar, I never imagined that one of them would end up co-hosting a long-running science podcast with that bloke from D:Ream.

The month was hugely enjoyable – topped off by watching a worse-for-wear Russell Brand being bottled off the stage at a now infamous late-night gig, after taunting the audience about how much money he was making.

What the month wasn’t, was a struggle.

My daily work schedule consisted of two hours’ flyering and 20 minutes of stand-up comedy. It barely qualified as work. But it became difficult to escape the feeling that you were never truly considered an Edinburgh comedian unless you were suffering for your art in a full-length show.

So, for my return to the Fringe three years later, I decided to really suffer for my art.

It is widely believed that for your first solo show at Edinburgh, you should cobble together the best material of your career thus far, structure it cleverly, shoehorn a little bit of pathos, and have a witty pun in the title.

Instead, I wrote a show about why I hate the film Love Actually.

I stand by my opinions about the illogically plotted, fat-shaming, relentlessly sexist, tenuous patchwork of thinly drawn plots that – for the most part – seem to be about anything other than actual love.

But what I had failed to consider was that by the summer of 2004, the film wasn’t well-known enough to be part of the cultural fabric. In today’s social media climate, it can be almost impossible to escape people’s hot takes on Love Actually. However, during that Fringe – when I took to the stage to deliver my carefully crafted critique – an audience reaching double figures was a triumph.

It didn’t help that I was staying in a shared third-floor flat somewhere in the posh bit of Edinburgh – an area where every other café claims some tenuous link to J.K. Rowling, and every other window claims to have been the one that Ian Rankin looked out of for inspiration.

The third bloody floor.

In many Edinburgh tenements, a climb to the top floor would make even a South Korean game-show contestant say, ‘Steady on.’

I had my first ever publicist, a man who appeared to be no stranger to the dark economy of Colombia, and to say he had no idea how to reverse the widespread apathy towards my show would be to understate the case.

Halfway through the Fringe, he invited me for coffee and presented me with his big idea: ‘I’ll tell you what, Paul – what if we got someone in the audience to fake a medical emergency, and you could step in and rescue them?’

I nearly spat out my Minerva McGonagall macchiato.

* * *

But what of my three – count them, three – reviews?

I was described as ‘smug’ by the Stage; ‘monotonous’ by the Scotsman; and Chortle’s review of my final show couldn’t help mentioning those ‘poor box-office figures’.

I made a loss of six grand, made no career progress, and felt either patronised or ignored. It was the quintessential Fringe experience – one I possessed neither the will nor the wallet to repeat.

But finally coming out to my dad had changed my outlook.

Then – in August 2005 – I had my comedy epiphany.

While doing some gigs in Scotland, I popped down to the Fringe on a Sunday night. Not just to breathe in the air, but also to watch a full-length show by the acclaimed comedian Daniel Kitson.

Kitson was a comedian to some, and a near-messianic figure to others; but to me, he was simply someone I could say that I knew, in order to impress my peers.

I knew he was good; that night, it was clear that I was watching one of the world’s greatest comedians at the top of his game, combining bittersweet lyricism with breathtaking punchlines.

Suddenly I was filled not just with admiration, but with enormous sadness at how utterly one-dimensional and unambitious my own material seemed in comparison.

No gig I’d watched made me more determined to just try harder.

I decided there and then that I would take a show up to the Edinburgh Fringe the following year. This time, I’d be cobbling together the best material of my career so far, structuring it cleverly, and shoehorning a little bit of pathos.

As for the witty pun in the title, we went with Saint or Sinha?.

All I needed was a promoter to show some faith.

At this point, I must thank a drunk, obnoxious racist in King’s Lynn.

* * *

In the late autumn of 2005, I’d been booked by a promoter for the first time, to do an opening 20-minute set at King’s Lynn’s Corn Exchange. This was an intriguing return to my former medical stomping ground.

It occurred to me that I may have met members of the audience in my previous incarnation – and I was half-expecting the heckle, ‘Didn’t you kill my grandad?’

Instead, from the moment I stepped onto the stage, they seemed baffled as to why a brown man was talking to them.

Before long, an amorous couple near the front – clearly uninterested in anything I had to say – started making their own entertainment. As heckles go, this was unusually passionate and expertly executed.

Unsurprisingly, focus was shifting away from me, and towards the erotic live show.

My authority draining away, I had no option but to speak to the couple.

The man, with a glazed look that suggested 25 years without a single cogent thought, yelled, ‘Where’s yer fucking turban?’

I had options.

I could’ve exposed his ignorance on religion, pointing out that – as a Hindu – I was very unlikely to be wearing a turban.

I could’ve discussed the disintegration in communal relations experienced by Hindu and Sikh communities after the assassination of Indira Gandhi.

This seemed unpromising.

I could’ve claimed to have fucked his mum. Regardless of the comedian, this line historically has a near-100 per cent success rate.

But there was something more important at stake here.

The audience were laughing with, rather than at, a racist. To make things worse, I saw the security staff laughing with a racist.

These people had done nothing to merit me trying to salvage the gig.

‘Fuck this,’ I muttered, as I walked off.

The following day, the promoter offered me his support but, tellingly, revealed his uncertainty about me by turning up to my next gig – a boisterous Friday night in Southend.

His motivation was clear and quite understandable. He needed to see for himself whether I was a heroic anti-racism activist, or a fragile dickhead.

In other words, whether I was Owen Jones, or Owen Jones.

Fortunately, Southend went blindingly well, and the promoter – with a face now flushed with massive relief and Kronenbourg – uttered the magic words.

‘I would like to take you to the Edinburgh Fringe.’

After considering the offer for several seconds, I agreed.

* * *

It was a labour of love to put the show together, as I took imperfect versions around the country for previews. I knew that my show represented something new: an openly gay comedian who wasn’t camping it up, and a British Asian comedian who wasn’t simply complaining about racism.

I had also written an ambitiously savage routine about how the tabloid press rank the importance of murder victims – a routine that earned a standing ovation in Manchester and an embarrassing number of walkouts in Chertsey.

This was my Big Career Gambit.

And so I hired a publicist who was actually good.

Although initial ticket sales never felt spectacular, my publicist used a very different tactic to my previous one: working hard and convincing journalists I was the talk of the Fringe, rather than coaching a stooge to simulate an asthma attack.

The publicist did his job so well that all the daily broadsheets reviewed the show, helping it build momentum and even start selling out – a prospect unimaginable in 2004.

Entering the last week of the Fringe, my overriding mood was one of quiet satisfaction that I had made some progress.

Then, in that final week…




CHAPTER 14

I woke up on the last Wednesday of the Fringe, feeling godawful.

Another morning, another hangover.

Actually: another afternoon, another hangover.

When I checked the time – 1pm – I could not have been more delighted at how late it was, how late. This was a lie-in that had been meticulously planned.

* * *

I had quite deliberately stayed out until 4am guzzling overpriced drinks with comedians. At the Fringe, the need for alcoholic catharsis is entirely understandable. For 11 months of the year, most comedians lead relatively uneventful lives, but in August often find themselves every bit as overpriced as the drinks they’re now putting away. After the failures of 2004, the money I’d spent on PR this year had landed me a level of attention that, quite frankly, could play havoc with anyone’s mental health.

And in the absence of therapists – most of whom had fled Edinburgh for the month to rent their homes out at exorbitant prices – alcohol was a convenient first port of call.

But catharsis was not my prime motivation for staying out so late.

I wanted to wake up in the afternoon.

* * *

At every Edinburgh Fringe, a dubiously qualified group of judges announces, on the final Wednesday, a shortlist of their favourite shows, for an award which has undergone many name changes but is still widely referred to as the Perrier Award.

Prior to the announcement, they agree on a longlist – which they have to whittle down to something more manageable. For reasons I don’t truly understand, I had been told on the Monday that my show – Saint or Sinha? – had made that longlist.

It was hard to know how to feel.

Any sense of excitement or pride was tempered by the firm belief that there was no realistic chance in hell that I’d make the leap to the shortlist.

Dreams coming true were for other people. I didn’t want to spend the Wednesday morning staring at my phone, waiting for the inevitable crushing disappointment.

By staying out drinking so late, I ensured that when the nominations were announced, I would be fast asleep, in the middle of a nuclear holocaust.

I checked my phone.

There were no missed calls, and no texts.

Bugger.

Clearly no news was bad news.

Well, I had dared to dream, and for this I could only feel proud.

Back to sleep.

Any decisions on my next career move could wait.

* * *

Half an hour later, I was awoken by what I thought was an intruder, hammering my door down.

‘Wake up! Everyone’s trying to get hold of you! You’ve only been bloody nominated,’ shouted the comedian Gordon Southern – my flatmate for the month.

Well, well, well. It turned out that the judges had taken absolutely forever to make a decision.

In an entirely predictable move, I broke down in floods of joyous tears.

I was no longer a comedian whom colleagues looked at with disdain.

I was a comedian whom colleagues looked at thinking, How the fuck did he get a nomination?

* * *

With my unusual background as an openly gay West Bengali doctor, I featured in a lot of national press stories for three days.

A journalist from the Independent rang me up.

‘Can you give us one of your jokes?’

‘Sure! When I was at school, the closest thing we had to a computer was a little Sri Lankan kid who was very good at Maths.’

‘Do you have a better joke?’

I knew I was the surprise nominee, but that didn’t stop resentful colleagues letting me know of their shock.

I also knew I wasn’t going to win, but that didn’t stop the tipster from the Daily Mirror recommending that readers place a bet on me, on the grounds that it would send out a positive message in a climate of international terrorism. The nomination was its own triumph – which was just as well, because I didn’t win.

What it did do was justify the Big Career Gambit.

I was no longer a small cog in the industry machine, and my medical background meant that the more middle-class areas of the media could barely conceal their fascination.

Loose Ends. The Now Show. Woman’s Hour.

Within two weeks of the nomination, I found myself having lunch with the pop band Guillemots. I wish this was a more impressive anecdote, but the music industry can be a harsh mistress.

For the first time in my comedy career, I became aware that people knew who I was.

And for the first time in my life, my parents started using my comedy career as bragging rights within the Bengali community.

The subsequent few years saw an exponential increase in my status. I was now part of ‘comedy conversations’.

* * *

After six good years with Jon Keyes, I needed to move on.

Jon was a kind man, and an excellent booker of club gigs.

But he had become a marginal figure at Edinburgh, and I felt he lacked the nous and wherewithal to succeed in a very different comedy environment. Furthermore, he wasn’t the right man to take advantage of this new success.

After a series of administrative snafus that I barely understood then, and still don’t now, one of my Edinburgh co-promoters, Sally Carter, became my sole agent – a role she fulfils to this day.

It seemed that part of my appeal was the number of demographic boxes I ticked; this would often lead to interesting bookings. In spring 2008, the BBC World Service invited me to take part in a live discussion about whether it was okay to cause offence in comedy.

What a hugely original question.

The panel was packed with impressive guests. Down the line were Reginald D. Hunter, and the legendary South African satirist Pieter-Dirk Uys. In the studio were a professor of Islamic Studies at Glasgow University; Jeff Mirza, the first professional British-Asian stand-up; and me.

From the choice of guests, it was clear the debate would focus on whether it was okay to joke about Islam. It’s quite the minefield, and a fascinating discussion that continues to fill airtime.

Nonetheless, I’m pretty sure the proceedings weren’t helped by the presence in the studio of Britain’s then best-known Islamic extremist, Anjem Choudary.

Like me, he was a former medical student, known for enjoying a drink at university.

Unlike me, he switched to Law – and then to religious activism, becoming a media bête noire for his forthright interpretation of Islamic scriptures.

What’s more, he was inordinately quick to call for the death penalty for anyone who disagreed with his views.

It was a booking of extraordinary stupidity. Imagine Gary Lineker on Match of the Day, asking: ‘Harry Kane or Marcus Rashford – who should England play up front? Discussing this tonight are former Manchester City defender Micah Richards, and the grand wizard of the Kentucky chapter of the Ku Klux Klan.’

The debate was farcical.

It could only ever have been thus, given Choudary’s beliefs, and his thuggish entourage, who loitered nearby, monitoring our every word. Choudary had no interest in discussing comedy. We didn’t even find out his favourite series of Blackadder.

In the end, I lost patience.

‘There’s really not much point in my being here, with a man who believes I should be killed simply for being gay.’

‘That is unfair. I believe you should only be put to death if you act on your impulse.’

As we all know, the quality of debate has improved a lot since then.

Or indeed since 2009, when Radio 2’s Jeremy Vine Show invited me to discuss race politics with none other than the deputy leader of the British National Party, Simon Darby.

In retrospect, this was a stupid move on my part, and the debate quickly got so heated that Darby accused me of peddling ‘extreme anti-white vitriol’.

Anyone who believes I’m anti-white has clearly never seen my porn collection.

Fifty per cent of the participants are white.

And the other 50 per cent are me.

2009 saw another media commitment; thankfully, one that few people have seen. I was a guest on the pilot episode of Sky One’s sports panel show A League of Their Own.

I’d done well in previous practice runs, but this was undoubtedly a significant step up in profile.

There were other factors contributing to my unease.

One of my teammates was Andy Zaltzman – a very good friend of mine, and as well-known as a satirist as he is for his obsession with cricket.

For a show predicated on laddish badinage, we were an odd choice to be booked together: two public school-educated, beta-male cricket nerds.

But our team captain for this pilot was Stuart Broad, a newly emerging star of English cricket blessed with boyband good looks.

He was a relatively recent addition to my ‘future husband’ wish list – a list populated by the likes of former Liverpool and England footballer Jamie Redknapp.

The other team captain was Jamie Redknapp.

I felt conflicted.

Do I play the sports fanboy?

Or the lovesick puppy?

I honestly had no idea.

Not long into the recording, James Corden did.

‘So, Paul – I understand you really fancy Stuart.’

I honestly don’t think this was an improper line of questioning.

If you set yourself up as a gay comic who likes to playfully flirt with straight men, then you need to be able to own your persona on comedy panel shows.

But our captain had been entirely unaware of this angle; in contrast to his aggressive on-field personality, he was shy, and inexperienced in this combative TV environment. I could feel him edging away from me.

John Bishop then delivered the killer blow.

‘Stuart, how does it feel to be sat next to a man who’s wanked over your photos?’

I’m done.

Not knowing whether to embrace this line of questioning, or to shut it down, I picked the option of being the silent unfunny panellist.

This was simply not my world.

Why couldn’t they bring back Call My Bluff? I’d have been good on Call My Bluff.

Sadly, my humiliation was not yet complete.

At the end of the recording, James Corden pointed out his dad, who’d been sat in the audience.

‘So, Dad, did you enjoy our six guests?’

‘I enjoyed five of them.’

Even James Corden, presumably familiar with his dad’s sense of humour, looked surprised by this callous takedown. The resulting audience laughter was very much at me.

I never harboured any expectations of making it onto the eventual series, but the memories – being largely ignored at the after-party and crying for most of the taxi journey back home – are still fresh in my memory.

This was by no means my strangest brush with celebrity. Stranger still was an encounter in the autumn of the following year.

* * *

For many years, the Comedy Store ran a very different sort of show on a Tuesday night – called ‘The Cutting Edge’.

Partly pre-written and partly improvised from audience suggestions, a team of comedians would tell jokes about the news – focusing not just on that week, but also the last couple of years.

The playful relationship between performers and punters added a frisson of unpredictability. Many of the jokes would go down like a lead balloon; many would be good enough to remain in the comedians’ sets for a few years.

Many jokes would be too offensive to be repeated.

It was an entertaining curate’s egg of a show, and nobody went home disappointed.

There was one notable exception.

Jim Davidson.

When I saw Jim Davidson in the audience that night, my mind didn’t wander into allegations of racism, homophobia and domestic violence. I was fascinated to know what he was doing here. Most importantly, would he find me funny?

It was a decent show that night, not that Jim Davidson would necessarily have known – he disappeared for 45 minutes, to take a phone call.

Yes, there were jokes that sailed dangerously close to the wind; that was the nature of the format, and the audience knew it.

At the end, a smiling, cheerfully tipsy Jim Davidson came to the bar to chat to the comedians.

I had the option of ignoring him, but I’m a shallow man and I’m impressed by fame. By all accounts, at his best he was a brilliant comedian and Big Break remains my favourite quiz-snooker-hybrid TV show.

Although some of the team chose otherwise, I was happy to engage him in conversation.

He was every bit as charming as I was hoping he wasn’t.

He’d enjoyed the show.

And, aided by not discussing politics, we got on fine.

He was there in the name of research, as he was busy writing a play about comedy. I admired his commitment to authenticity, we discussed the industry at length, and, when I eventually bade him farewell, it was fondly.

I was pleased to have a new, quirky anecdote.

Unfortunately, Jim Davidson continued drinking that night.

Once he reached home, he had a blog to write. And a blogpost titled ‘I Had a Nice Time at the Comedy Store’ probably wouldn’t play well with his readership.

So instead, he went on the attack. He was withering about the comedy, claiming that we aimed our jokes at anyone who was richer and more successful than ourselves.

That’s the entire point of topical comedy: the news is created by people far richer and more successful than club comedians.

He outright lied, when claiming that I’d shown reluctance to chat to him.

He dabbled half-heartedly in racial imagery, with the words, ‘He showed me his teeth. I think he was smiling.’

More provocatively, he labelled me ‘an Indian poof’.

He wasn’t even technically correct.

I’m a British-Asian poof.

So his subsequent protestations, that he was simply using my own self-description, rang hollow. His collective assessment of us as ‘jealous socialist cunts’ certainly overestimated the amount of material in the show dedicated to politics.

It had been an evening of bawdy, improvised jokes, taking pot-shots at any number of targets; the only agenda had been to make people laugh.

Clearly Jim Davidson had a narrative to which he needed to adhere, for the benefit of his online brand.

I wasn’t offended by the personal attacks; apart from a love of comedy, it’s hard to know what we might have in common. What I resented was the lie that I had been reluctant to chat to him.

Of course, it was the insults that made the headlines – as we know, the media rarely miss an opportunity to stir up a culture war – and Alan Yentob featured the whole kerfuffle in one of his documentaries. After he filmed my stand-up routine quoting Jim Davidson, I joined the select club of people to have uttered the ‘c’-word on BBC One.

A few years later, Jim Davidson apologised and admitted that he may have misinterpreted things. This gesture represented closure for one of the most peculiar incidents of my life.

* * *

A conversation which proved way more significant was one that I was not party to.

In 2008, the promoter Peter Grahame – already several decades into running the comedy club Downstairs at The King’s Head, in Crouch End – learned that his undergraduate son had ambitions to appear on University Challenge. For no greater motive than one-upmanship, Peter researched the possibility of trying to get on the show before him.

He discovered its spin-off show, subtitled The Professionals, with teams made up of four players from the same industry.

And so he rang the cleverest comedian he knew.

Simon Evans.

Now a Radio 4 regular, and a formidable presence on a variety of media, he also remains possibly the only person ever to have been disqualified from an episode of The Krypton Factor.

I imagine his conversation with Peter went something like this:

‘The thing is, Peter, on this show you’ve got to have a scientist.’

‘What about that guy I was reading about in the Guardian last week? The doctor guy?’

‘Simon Brodkin?’

‘No, the other one. The Asian chap.’

‘Oh yes – Paul Sinha. Good call. I think I have his number. I’ll give him a ring.’

One sunny afternoon, I was patiently waiting for a train at West Norwood, when my phone went off.

‘Hi Paul! Simon Evans here. We’re just wondering if you’d be interested in a show called University Challenge: The Professionals?’

‘Well …’




CHAPTER 15

It’s not that I’d stopped quizzing after school.

At St George’s, my finances had been hugely boosted by the student union’s decision to install a quiz machine.

The formula was very simple. I would insert a pound coin; within a couple of minutes, I would collect ten pound coins. Before long, I would empty the machine again.

I wandered around the pubs of south-west London and beyond, angering landlords by spending hours harvesting a modest income, while occasionally ordering a Diet Coke.

I also appeared on television, on a show so obscure, and so tedious, that intensive online searches have revealed that only UKGameshows.com recognises its existence – and even they can’t help noting the yawning studio audience.

The show was called Intellect.

In the brief University Challenge interregnum between Bamber Gascoigne and Jeremy Paxman, there was no academic quiz show on UK television.

One bold broadcaster tried to fill the vacuum.

Not the BBC, not ITV, but British Satellite Broadcasting – or BSB, as it was known.

They of such hits as …

Intellect.

This was a show that made no indentation on the public consciousness; but for me, this was an adventure. We had a redoubtable three-man team, including my biochemistry tutor, Dr Lindsay Bashford, and a mate and student colleague of mine, Matt Foxton.

Two years previously, Matt had turned up for his medical school interview only to be buttonholed by me in the foyer – I’d instantly recognised him as the guy who’d destroyed five Gold Runs on Blockbusters that very week.

Matt remains my First Quiz Hero, not least because his dedication to his studies kept him away from the quiz machine – much to my financial benefit.

We travelled to an early-1990s Manchester, then culturally aglow with all the great music I pretended to like, completely unaware of what the show would entail.

To our surprise, round one was a written paper – a series of general knowledge quizzes and puzzles that we completed in the morning, and discussed in front of an audience who became increasingly bored over the course of the afternoon.

The final round was the only one approaching watchable telly.

One player from each team sat in their own soundproof booth, going head-to-head in a serious of questions on the buzzer.

I was our chosen player and emerged victorious in both of our first two matches. As a result, we were one of 12 teams to make the semi-finals.

Poorly-planned and low on budget, the producers only had three episodes left to find a winner. It was decided that each team would provide one player, for two semi-finals of six contestants.

I was our contestant.

Lacking the support of my teammates, I was utterly out of my depth, and finished a distant fifth. It was a limp and frustrating exit from a show so ill-conceived that I was in no hurry to repeat the experience.

Despite this, I did apply for Nicky Campbell-era Wheel of Fortune, while still a student.

Obviously, I had the requisite skills but, at the audition, two perfectly polite researchers failed to hide the fact that they were thinking, You’re too boring for an ITV gameshow.

An opinion that many still hold.

What’s more, the rejection letter included the most pointless attempt at a silver lining I’d ever received.

‘The good news is, we would consider you for Win, Lose or Draw.’

* * *

In the years after graduation, the pressures of juggling the twin fledgling careers of comedy and medicine meant that quizzing was little more than a keen but occasional hobby.

Then, in 2001, I was invited to audition for The Weakest Link. Not the real thing but a special, starring up-and-coming comedians.

From the start, I had my suspicions that I wasn’t quite what they were looking for – suspicions confirmed by their decision not to invite me on.

I did mention, at the end of the audition, that I was a fan of both quizzing and the show, and signed off with the words, ‘If you ever have a gap on the real show, I’d be delighted to fill in.’

It had never occurred to me that they would remember these words and yet, the following May, I received a phone call.

‘Hi, Paul! I’m calling from The Weakest Link. Would you like to take part in tomorrow’s episode?’

Would I? The day after the recording, I was due to fly to America for a holiday that my victory would hopefully fund. Finally, the TV quiz gods were smiling on me.

The following day, I travelled to one of those large, somewhere-near-the-M25 studio complexes, confident that I’d be taking home a sizeable amount of money. I knew it wasn’t inevitable; first, I had to earn the trust and respect of the other contestants and, crucially, not annoy anyone.

I knew what was inevitable: that Anne Robinson would ask me to tell a joke.

This was causing me as much stress as the quiz itself.

When I met the other contestants, a few things became clear.

One was, that the loudest of them was a woman in her thirties, who told me she was from Fakenham.

This left me with a dilemma: do I stick or do I twist?

I gambled.

‘Are you good at that?’

‘Good at what?’

‘Fakenham.’

She laughed the viscerally earthy laugh I was hoping for.

A laugh that told me: well, she won’t vote me out.

I also noticed that, the nine contestants fell into two categories: those who had met at the hotel bar the previous night, and those, like me, who had just turned up on the day.

My intuition told me that the previous night at the hotel had seen machinations – and lo and behold, one of the contestants sidled up to me at lunch.

‘We’re all voting Derek out in the first round. Are you in?’

Derek had committed the ultimate crime of sounding quite intelligent.

I worked out fairly quickly that I wasn’t in. If they were all voting him out, he was out; there was no need for me to be this Machiavellian – not at this early stage of the game.

The game started. And, as orchestrated, at the end of round one, Derek was out, despite having answered both his questions correctly; he looked utterly nonplussed by the unfairness of his departure. If you’re reading this, Derek, there was a very good reason why you got voted out: Britain is broken.

It wasn’t just Britain that was broken that afternoon; it was also my dream of playing well on one of television’s most popular quiz shows. For some reason, Anne Robinson kept asking me questions to which I had literally no clue.

I couldn’t understand what was happening. After years of pub quizzes, quiz machines and performatively ruining my friends’ affections for Trivial Pursuit and Fifteen to One, this was meant to be my big opportunity.

And yet, I was lucky to make it to round four. At the end of that round, three players had voted to get rid of me – including Lady Fakenham.

Anne asked her for her reasons.

‘Number one: he needs to start answering some questions. And number two: he told me a dis-GUS-ting joke in the green room.’

Ah, clever: that is how the game is played.

And so, for the first time since Bromley in 1994, I did the Walk of Shame.

My humiliation was complete; I was going to have to fund my own holiday. There was one small consolation. Anne Robinson did ask me to tell a joke:

‘How many male chauvinists does it take to change a lightbulb?’

‘How many?’

‘None – the wife can cook in the dark.’

It’s a cleaner joke than the original version, but nonetheless I’d achieved the seemingly impossible.

I’d made Anne Robinson smile.

Until the phone call from Simon Evans, this was the highlight of my quiz career.

* * *

Dan Antopolski, Nick Revell and television’s Stewart Lee all have something very unusual in common.

Yes, they’re all skilled comedians and clever people; also, they were all unavailable for the audition for University Challenge: The Professionals.

There were four of us: me; Peter, the comedy promoter; Simon Evans, the owner of a fine wit, a fine brain and a Law degree; and Natalie Haynes, a Classics graduate and now acclaimed author, who was there to mop up all the questions that began, ‘Deriving from the Greek for …’

The audition was a mundane written test.

I remember getting the words cadenza and credenza mixed up.

I remember finding out that Haydn’s symphony No. 45 was nicknamed ‘The Farewell’, for the fact that the musicians leave one by one during the final movement. I mention this because this is the fact that I have heard more often than any other in quiz.

I remember having to guess a Spanish painter. I knew it was Velázquez or Goya, but I had no idea which one. Now, I’m a very different person, who has seen so many masterpieces by both painters that I couldn’t imagine failing to tell them apart.

It was impossible to know how we’d done in the audition, but the fact that we seemed to have very different areas of strength meant we were in with a shout. And so it proved.

On the first Saturday in December, we would be playing against the Ministry of Justice.

‘But Peter, what’s to be done about Dan? Nick? Stewart? We can’t just punish them for being unavailable on the day of the audition. Surely that would go against your longstanding reputation for benevolence and fair play?’

‘Fuck ’em.’

Although I was surprised by the bluntness of his reply, I had no desire to disagree. I was about to live a quiz dream. For the first time in my life, after so many years picking up trivia, I started focusing my efforts.

In the spare moments between medical consultations, I would get stuck into The A–Z of English Literature.

I made a point of learning the years of death of the Romantic poets, to make sure I could answer questions on them without ever having to read their work.

Other than that, I just started at the beginning of the book, and worked my way through.

Even today, I remain an authority on the novels Aaron’s Rod, Absalom, Absalom! and The Absentee.

* * *

Saturday, 1 December 2007

When we first set eyes on our opponents, we could see they were badly dressed and poorly groomed, with limited social skills.

Proper quizzers.

They also had a veneer of privilege and self-satisfaction that was almost diagnostic of the civil service. These people could decline Latin and peerages.

To motivate myself, I assumed they were Tories; wrongly, as it turned out.

I simply couldn’t visualise any possible path to victory; and this was before I discovered that their captain, Rob Linham, was a former University Challenge finalist and a legendary figure in the history of academic buzzer quizzing.

I would later discover that all of their players were very experienced quizzers indeed.

It was important not to worry about the result, and concentrate on doing ourselves proud, our team proud, our families and friends proud, and the comedy community proud.

Also, we needed to beat these smug gits.

Gosh, we started well.

Peter, Simon and I all picked up early starters; Natalie’s knowledge of the books of Alan Garner added to the fun; and I soon started to imagine the impossible.

After our promising start, our opponents’ seemingly impregnable confidence had started to show flickers of slight concern. Then, like a shark spotting its prey, smoothly, imperceptibly, and with no discernible pivotal moment, they simply changed gear.

We never got anywhere near them.

In truth, we didn’t play well.

We mixed up panspermia and Pan’s People; Sade and the Marquis de Sade; Keira Knightley and Akira Kurosawa.

One starter asked for an 11-letter word that describes someone who is socially shy.

I buzzed in and said, ‘wallflower’.

I’d never even heard of the correct answer, ‘Milquetoast’.

In the final throes, I was handed the opportunity I’d specifically revised for.

‘Quote: “A poet is a nightingale who sits in darkness, and sings to cheer its own solitude with sweet sounds.” Which of the Romantic poets wrote this in “A Defence of Poetry”, written in 1821 – a year before his death?’

‘Keats.’

‘It was Shelley.’

The final gong was an act of mercy.

We had lost 215 points to 100.

It got worse.

Jeremy Paxman paid effusive tribute to the winning team. He then turned to us. What words of consolation would he have for the vanquished?

‘Well done for taking part.’

This was not how I’d envisioned the show going: battered, bruised and patronised?

I now realised why we’d been selected: the Comedy team were the comedy team.

What was meant to be a triumphant post-match meal on the Curry Mile was, instead, a melancholic affair. Appropriately, we found it hard to digest the starters. When we reached the hotel bar, we were greeted by the sight of many of that day’s contestants, in various states of inebriation.

Excellent, I thought. I shall do that thing where witty conversation temporarily salves the immense pain that I am in.

I started chatting to a guy at the bar.

He had the complete package of effortless, exquisitely English erudition that made me wonder if he’d spent half his life flirting over Gold Blend, and the other half as a spiritual adviser to a vampire slayer.

‘Hello.’

‘Hi!’

‘So, who’s your team?’

‘I’m the captain of the Lute Players.’

‘Ah! John Dowland.’

‘Yes, yes. There are other lute players, you know.’

‘I’m sure there are. But, to quote Kevin Spacey in Se7en, only in a world this sick could “lute player” be considered a profession.’

‘You know he’s gay?’

‘Yep; not my type. So how did you get on?’

‘Ah yes, we won comfortably. You?’

‘Battered. Ministry of Justice: 215 to 100.’

The captain of the Lute Players was astonished. The combination of alcohol and a superiority complex had clearly destroyed his social filter.

‘Good Lord! That is a surprise. That’s actually quite a respectable score for a team of comedians.’

It was one thing to be patronised by Paxman; now I was getting the same treatment from Captain Corelli.

I took a step back.

I looked around.

All I could see were infuriatingly intelligent Milquetoasts, all of whom had significantly better general knowledge than me.

It doesn’t have to be this way.

Surely it’s possible to be really good at quizzing, without looking like you were relentlessly bullied at school.

I’ve lived a life.

I’ve done the Garratt Lane Pub Crawl.

Admittedly, I collapsed after the fifth pub, but that’s not the point.

I once played the piano in a Balinese hotel, leading a group of waiters in a singalong of Lionel Richie’s ‘Hello’.

I once wore a rubber outfit to a gay club.

I once failed to make it to the gay club, because I was stuck in the outfit, and had to be cut out by a mate.

I’ve met Ravi Shankar, and Ravi Shastri.

Am I not allowed to be good at quiz?

I’m going to show all of you.

One day, I will be as good as you at quiz – if not better.

Hang on – ‘It Doesn’t Have to Be This Way’.

Wasn’t that the Blow Monkeys?

Or is that the same song as ‘Digging Your Scene’?

Oh, bollocks – I wish I knew more.

I didn’t say another word to Corelli.

I turned to my friends, who’d come up from London to support me:

‘Just popping to my room. I’ll be back in half an hour.’

I returned an hour later.

‘I’ve just applied to go on Mastermind.’

‘Really? Specialist subject?’

‘Ferdinand Magellan.’

‘Who?’

* * *

What had I done?

The sad truth is, I’d allowed myself to be psyched out by a lutenist.

Why Ferdinand Magellan?

I had any number of more obvious specialist subjects.

British athletics.

The good years of The Simpsons.

The press reviews of Paul Sinha, 2006 to 2007.

I knew nothing of the golden age of Portuguese exploration.

Given the short time I took to reach a decision, my choice of Ferdinand Magellan proved to be quite shrewd.

He lived a long time ago, and died young; as such, contemporaneous accounts of his life are few and far between.

This was my opportunity to start a subject from scratch, and have a decent chance of second-guessing every question that could be asked about him.

Unsurprisingly, the audition process was a breeze. Mastermind has long been aware of its need to diversify both its contestants and, indeed, its audience. The media careers of cab driver Fred Housego and train driver Chris Hughes were fuelled by the democratising shock that the show could be won by anyone – not just fusty academics. I had a sneaking suspicion that a gay Asian comedian would have to perform outrageously badly to fail the audition.

Within weeks of recording University Challenge, I was given just three months to learn everything, everywhere, all at once.

Incidentally, my second subject choice was the nuclear physicist Robert Oppenheimer, who – I was surprised to discover two decades later – was really, really hot.

I’d love to say that the experience of starting a subject from scratch was fun.

It was no such thing.

It’s not that the subject lacked appeal; Magellan’s life is an extraordinary tale of a man who found himself in charge of the first attempted circumnavigation of the globe; who had fought off mutineers, executed homosexuals, and miraculously survived a crossing of the Pacific on supplies that reflected a mindboggling underestimation of the size of the world’s largest ocean.

Having finally reached the relative safety of the Philippines, his undoing proved to be his own Christian supremacist pride.

History would have recorded him as the first man to circumnavigate the globe had he not ordered local tribes, loyal to the wonderfully named chief Lapu Lapu, to convert to Christianity.

Magellan’s insistence that these tribes should ‘damn well do as they were told’ had the gruesome outcome of him being slaughtered and dismembered on the Filipino island of Mactan.

By any standards, this was a captivating tale.

But after several weeks of intense cramming, I couldn’t help wondering, Why the hell am I voluntarily sitting an exam at the age of 37?

If there’s one thing my medical career had taught me, it was that exams were not my forte.

Yet here I was, staying up into the small hours, trying to learn the difference between Juan de Cartagena and Gaspar de Quesada, with the same determination I used to learn the difference between the pineal and the pituitary.

I returned to formal quiz learning, dusting down my old friend The A–Z of English Literature.

I got as far as Edward Albee.

On the day of filming, I can’t deny being excited to appear on the grandaddy of quiz shows.

Equally, I regretted my decision with every fibre.

I knew that any result between triumph and disaster was possible.

But I rather hoped that, after the disasters of The Weakest Link and University Challenge, my luck was due to change.

* * *

I arrived at the Manchester studios with cautious optimism, and was relieved to discover that my three opponents seemed too lovely to be truly feared.

I was drawn to be in seat two for the first recording of the series.

Over lunch, I got chatting to a guy who was due to film the following episode.

He had a terrifyingly intelligent manner about him, and the revelation that he was a dentist – a career path requiring less training, less empathy and far higher wages than general practice – simply confirmed that I didn’t like him.

Not least when he enquired what my specialist subject was.

‘Ferdinand Magellan,’ I replied, expecting him to be impressed at some level.

He arched an eyebrow.

‘That’s a story that comes to a rather abrupt end in the Philippines, I believe.’

That’s it – the Philippines, I thought, grateful for the reminder.

I recognised that this stranger was playing intellectual status games with a nervous first-timer.

Well, two can play at that game.

‘So, what’s your subject?’

‘German-style board games.’

‘Ah, yes – board games. From Germany, I believe.’

One-all to me.

And so to the moment of truth.

Everything about Mastermind – the chair, the lighting, the ominous music – is designed to induce a sense of deep, pit-of-the-stomach terror.

This is all very impressive, but absolutely unnecessary. Those last minutes before walking to the studio are nightmarish enough.

My main ambition was not to perform so badly that I ended up as a meme, a viral news story, or the subject of Channel 5’s When Quiz Shows Attack.

I’d felt terror like this before. And yet again, this was entirely my fault; the result of my own impulsive, inebriated decision.

My nerves steadied on seeing the studio warm-up: a Lancashire-based comedian, Steve Royle, with whom I’d gigged on many occasions. He gave me a shocked smile, as if to say, ‘You’re an idiot, Paul, but good luck to you.’

* * *

The first few minutes of the show were my worst nightmare.

The lovely middle-aged man next to me in seat one calmly informed John Humphrys of his name, occupation, and specialist subject; and promptly proceeded to answer correctly all 17 of his questions on the life of Noor Inayat Khan.

In doing so, he displayed an unshakeable confidence that I hadn’t seen since a man on a bus calmly informed me that 9/11 was an inside job.

Maintaining any kind of composure at this point was tough.

I’d had just enough time to mutter under my breath, ‘Well, I could’ve scored 17 on a subject as obscure as Noor Inayat Khan – whoever she is,’ when I was summoned to the black chair.

At the very least, I knew I wouldn’t get my first question wrong; that’s always the sitter they ask to ease you in.

The name of Magellan’s birthplace, the name of his wife, the name of his flagship; that kind of thing. And I was right, in that the first question asked me to name Magellan’s flagship.

I sat there, and everything I thought I knew simply vanished.

* * *

All quizzers I know have their own version of I’m never able to tell x from y – be it Ryan Reynolds from Ryan Gosling, Calamity Jane from Annie Oakley, or Dennis Nilsen from Donald Neilson.

All through my revision, I knew that Magellan’s flagship was called the Trinidad, but that the only ship in the flotilla that made it back after his death was the Victoria.

These were my x and y.

But it didn’t bother me, because at no stage did I honestly think I’d get such an easy question wrong.

The interrogation began, and all intelligent thought deserted me.

The Curse of the Black Chair had struck again.

Victoria or Trinidad?

I sat there, grasping for a mnemonic that I must have devised.

Perhaps something about Posh Spice, or Brian Lara.

Nothing came to mind.

A coin toss it is, then.

‘Victoria.’

‘Incorrect – Trinidad.’

There was an understandable note of concern in John Humphrys’s voice.

Sweating profusely, stricken with panic, I got two out of my next three questions wrong.

All I could think was, This is pathetic. The first guy got 17 out of 17.

The threat of the Channel 5 documentary suddenly seemed far more real than the frankly ludicrous prospect that one day I’d make a living answering questions under pressure.

Suddenly, a lifeline. I was asked a question about the life of Ferdinand Magellan to which I definitively knew the answer.

The truth was, there wasn’t anything about Ferdinand Magellan’s life to which I didn’t definitively know the answer.

Confidence came flooding back, pushing the panic away.

There proved to be no further gaps in my Magellan knowledge.

More importantly, I’d swerved the documentary.

In the General Knowledge round, we all proved to be as strong as each other.

It was my misfortune to score 25 and still finish fourth.

Or ‘last’, as my dad insisted on calling it.

Over the next few hours, I had already started planning my tour of dinner parties, complete with my brand-new anecdote.

An extraordinary tale of mild redemption.

‘No, I didn’t actually win – but I did earn their respect.’

How might this benefit me?

Me, me, me.

The following day, I received a phone call from my mum.

‘The tests have come back. It’s confirmed. It’s breast cancer.’

Shit.

My mum had had a breast lump biopsy one week previously, and I had totally forgotten.




CHAPTER 16

Real Life Is More Important Than Quiz.

I’d convinced myself that I had an anecdote for the ages. I had appeared on Britain’s most terrifying test of general knowledge. But with my mum’s diagnosis, witnessing actual terror was sobering.

That she’d barged her way into this narrative was entirely uncharacteristic.

Aside from her small stroke in 1988, she’d lived her life as a classic Bengali mum. Loyal, kind, wise, the star of devastatingly beautiful wedding photos; but nonetheless, more often the witness to, rather than the centre of, major family events.

Now, she was the one in urgent need of the unconditional love and support of the rest of us. My ambition to become Britain’s leading quiz-show anecdotalist would have to wait.

My mum needed me, and so the first thing I did was cancel my Edinburgh Fringe plans for that summer. The previous year, King of the World – my follow-up to Saint or Sinha? – had been such a success that this year had seen me booked into a dream venue, with a dream time slot, and with a guarantee of good audience numbers and media interest.

But with no idea what plans lay in wait for my mum, the thought of plunging into Edinburgh’s bacchanalian excesses felt inappropriate.

Breast cancer is cruel, vindictive and often unpredictable; it was hard not to fear the worst.

The specialist gave us crumbs of comfort, by suggesting it was possible that they’d spotted the malignancy just in time. My mum opted for a double mastectomy nonetheless, to reduce the chances of the cancer returning.

The operation was complex and prolonged; to our amusement, when she woke up from several hours of anaesthesia, her first words were, ‘Has Countdown started?’

To her delight, we informed her that she’d woken up with minutes to spare.

No tumour was ever going to rob her of her daily fix. Countdown had long been the glue that bound the Sinha family together. On this occasion, it never felt more true.

Despite my obvious relief that my mum’s operation and recovery proved free of drama, nagging doubts started to surface.

Was I wrong to cancel my Edinburgh show this year?

If this sounds callous, it was actually driven by the knowledge that my mum, a paragon of selflessness, had been mortified by her inadvertent role in stalling my Fringe career. It was her that wanted me to go.

My agent asked around, and I received an offer. I couldn’t have my dream room, nor my dream time slot. But I could do a four-night run, in a worse room, at the frankly terrible time of 11pm.

After lengthy discussions with my family, I agreed to do the run.

The world needed to know about my relationship with Ferdinand Magellan.

My original title for the show, Talking to the Paxman About Poetry, was deemed ‘too niche’. The reference to Billy Bragg, and the Soviet poet Vladimir Mayakovsky, did not have ‘recognition factor’, according to my team.

The same could not be said of the eventual title.

My John Terry Moments.

An affectionate embrace of those moments in life when our embarrassment echoed that of John Terry, when he fell flat on his backside attempting a penalty in the 2008 Champions League final.

Because getting a general knowledge question wrong is just the same as missing a penalty in front of a global audience of billions.

There was just one problem.

I’m a good comedian.

But I’m not good enough to write an hour-long show in three weeks.

* * *

The room wasn’t right. A soulless, high-ceilinged 200-seater was not the right fit for me.

I’d never sold anything like those numbers, and I’d swanned into the festival late, without any PR.

The time wasn’t right; 11pm was simply too late to expect an audience to commit to me emotionally for an hour.

The audience wasn’t right.

These people hadn’t made an active choice to see me; they’d simply bought whatever tickets were left.

Worst of all, the show wasn’t right.

It was hastily cobbled together during a very difficult time, and I had totally overestimated the audience’s interest in my personal narrative.

On the second evening of this brief Edinburgh Fringe run, there was a guy in the audience who definitely wasn’t right. The show had jokes; there were good bits; but nothing seemed to be enough for this particular punter, who sarcastically snorted every time a joke landed flatly.

My attempts at pathos began at the three-quarter mark, when I mentioned my mum’s cancer.

Immediately recognising the shoehorned ‘sad bit’ as an overused trope in hour-long comedy shows, Snorting Man delivered the loudest of his derisive grunts, before adding, ‘Oh, here we go.’

What I did next was misjudged.

‘Excuse me. If I paid you twenty quid, would you just fuck off?’

The sudden unveiling of a crisp £20 note was no magician’s pièce-de-résistance; I was a desperate man, desperately trying to silence a heckler.

The punter couldn’t believe his luck, and snatched the money.

Just as he was about to leave the room, I attempted to exact a modicum of revenge.

‘In medical parlance, this room has had a cuntectomy.’

As intended, he heard my words, turned to two women on the front row, and delivered, with precision timing, ‘Miriam, Paula, I’ll see you at the bar when this guy’s finished.’

It took the briefest glance at their pitying faces to feel as if my comedy career was over. At the end of the show, I stood backstage and wept.

I wished that I’d stayed at home, supporting my family, and not been so deluded as to think anybody would pay good money to hear about the minutiae of my television quiz career.

I could’ve stayed behind weeping for hours, but it was past midnight, and the venue had to shut.

Besides, I still had one more gig to do.

A short, late-night set, in front of tired drunks.

I could barely muster any enthusiasm for the task ahead.

But I’m not a quitter, and I knew I had enough tried-and-tested material to get through this.

I knew exactly which routine to do.

The previous year, after a gig in Glasgow, I had staggered into the optimistically named Best Kebab House. Whether its name referred to the kebab or the house, either way it was false advertising. Architecturally, it fell well short of Charles Rennie Mackintosh. As for the food, at the time of writing, the venue is ranked 1,905th on Tripadvisor for restaurants in Glasgow.

I ordered a large chicken shish, and as I waited, a silent stranger punched me in the face.

During the ensuing chaos, the police were less concerned about my wellbeing, and more concerned with dutifully recording any possible racist overtones. Bloodied and exasperated, I pointed out that I lacked the psychic ability to help them with this particular avenue of enquiry.

The day after the attack, driven by a determination to salvage something positive from the wreckage, I wrote what would become one of my most enduring routines.

It was the perfect routine for tonight.

As I stood on stage, telling familiar jokes, rather than cobbled-together attempts at pathos, comedy had rarely proved more cathartic.

It was a welcome reminder that I was good at this job, and that you learn more from disaster than from triumph.

* * *

Saturday was the last night of my run; I barely filled half of my venue.

Across the courtyard, I could see hundreds of people queuing up to see the US comedian Louis C.K.

It’s hardly surprising that far more people chose to hear Louis C.K.’s life story than Ferdinand Magellan’s.

But at least my audience emerged understanding how toxic it can be to impose one’s values on people against their will.

* * *

As far as I was concerned, my experiment with television quizzing had reached an inglorious end; there was just the small matter of my Mastermind heat being broadcast.

Inevitably, the narcissism of the stand-up comedian kicked in.

Would anyone be gossiping about the occasional Radio 4 comedian trying his luck on a proper quiz show?

For a few days, I googled my name with no success.

Eventually, I discovered a conversation in a forum, in which two guys – David Stainer and Alan Gibbs – were discussing … me.

The forum was part of a massive website, simply called Quizzing.

None of us knew that, over a decade later, we’d all be drunk at my wedding.


	David Stainer:	Does anyone know this comedian Paul Sinha, who appeared on Mastermind last week? I seem to remember seeing him on University Challenge, and him being quite impressive.

	Alan Gibbs:	Yep, I’ve seen him. His routine about being punched in the head in a kebab shop was the best thing I saw at the Fringe.



I stared in disbelief at my computer screen.

‘What the devil is this?’

God bless vanity-googling. It would appear that there had always been a quiz community, a netherworld, a trivia-obsessed version of Fight Club.

They weren’t even especially secretive.

In fact, the first rule of Quiz Club was, Please email us for further information.

The second was, Australia is not technically an island.

It seems that an awful lot of people could lay claim to having, at some stage, run British quizzing.

The origin story was packed with so many feuds that George R.R. Martin would find it difficult to follow. What was clear was that the website I’d discovered belonged to the British Quiz Association, and that it hosted a seemingly limitless number of forums.

Somehow, I’d created a wormhole, through which I’d stumbled upon the innermost thoughts of any human being who had ever taken an interest in any quiz that had ever taken place.

Were the Ingrams innocent?

How can we get more women in quiz?

Is there a way of remembering which one’s the Great Bear Lake, and which one’s the Great Slave Lake?

Has anyone heard of this comedian, Paul Sinha?

Within five minutes of finding this website, I was certain that my life would never be the same again.

Although most of the contributors posted under predictably pretentious pseudonyms, I still recognised a lot of names – and they represented an impressive array of TV quiz royalty.

And two of them were discussing my credentials. Alan Gibbs, an old-school Fifteen to One legend, and David Stainer, whose captaincy of the most successful Only Connect team in history, remains the stuff of quiz folklore.

I had a lot of reading to do, but it didn’t take me long to establish three basic facts.

Firstly, the BQA ran monthly tournaments, called grands prix, and they were not invitational. If I wanted to compete, I just could.

Secondly, if I wanted to quiz more locally, there existed a Quiz League of London, with their own website replete with information.

And thirdly, a lot of quizzers didn’t know the difference between humblebragging and bragging.

My curiosity was certainly piqued, but I was happy to bide my time – to lurk on the forums, and observe what made these people tick.

I wanted to join this world, but I didn’t want to rush in before I was ready.

However, a couple of weeks later, circumstances changed.




CHAPTER 17

In October 2008, I was a gay 38-year-old, and I’d been single for almost all my life. After years of dithering over a medical career for which I was manifestly ill-suited, I had finally taken the plunge. At the behest of an agent who preferred her clients to be fully focused on comedy, I had tentatively placed my medical career to one side.

Only too aware of the magnitude of the risk I’d taken, I was keeping this information largely to myself.

Thus far, my career as a travelling comedian had been mostly directionless. My status was a little elevated, thanks to two successful runs at the Edinburgh Fringe, but I had no idea what the immediate or long-term future held. For the first time, I’d started to get pangs of loneliness.

The reason for this was that my mental health was bound together by my friendships with a variety of people, mostly doctors, with whom I’d enjoyed many uncomplicated nights out, filled with alcohol and Chinese food. This social life had started to dwindle, as more and more of my friends enjoyed long-term relationships and the challenges of parenthood.

As it was, I was really looking forward to a Tuesday-night catch-up with one of my closest mates, Dave.

Prawns would be consumed.

Tsingtao would be guzzled.

And as for how we’d feel the next day, only our fortune cookies could tell us.

At five o’clock I sent Dave a text.

‘What do you fancy, Dave? Cantonese, Szechuan or buffet?’

I heard nothing.

I began to feel a little tetchy.

At six o’clock I rang him directly.

‘Dave, are we still on for tonight?’

‘I’m sorry, Paul. I’m not really feeling it. I’m absolutely knackered. Another day, mate.’

Of course he was knackered.

He had a proper job.

He had a life.

He had a girlfriend.

After a long day on the wards, if he didn’t feel up to a night out, I could hardly blame him.

My immediate disappointment gave way to the blunt realisation that I needed to be less dependent on my friends; I couldn’t keep assuming that they could always squeeze me into their busy schedules.

It was time for me to get off my backside.

It was time for me to stop expecting life to happen to me.

Just after six, I googled ‘quiz league of london’.

Less than an hour later, I walked into The Old Star near St James’s Park, hoping to join the throng of spectators for tonight’s match: Allsorts versus Barb.

There was no throng.

There were besuited civil servants, audibly balking at the price of a Peroni.

Had I come to the wrong place?

An awkward man approached.

‘You’re Paul, aren’t you? I’m Gavin Fuller, captain of Allsorts.’

‘Oh! Hi. How do you know my name?’

‘You were on Mastermind. Unlucky on that first question. I was screaming “Trinidad” at the screen.’

This, I thought to myself, might just be my world.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but I was anticipating a sense of occasion.

Instead, the game would take place tucked away in a downstairs alcove; the teams competing not just against each other, but against the hubbub of a clientele entirely unaware of what was going on.

‘Hi.’

One of Gavin’s teammates shook my hand.

I just stood there, gobsmacked.

* * *

For a year, TV producers had been badgering me asking me if I had any big ideas.

Big ideas are not my thing. I was a stand-up, not Richard Osman.

I knew what the producers were after.

They clearly thought that, if there was ever going to be a gay Bengali version of Seinfeld, I ought to be involved. Romesh Ranganathan hadn’t yet been invented yet. But even so I had no interest in creating a sitcom.

What I wanted to make was a documentary about Kevin Ashman – my theory being that he might just be the most knowledgeable human being who has ever lived.

A bold claim, but to hold this unofficial title you’d have to be deliberately trying to achieve omniscience.

Albert Einstein may have been a genius, but I’d hazard that he knew nothing about the 1930 World Cup, the highest peaks of the Andes, or the film career of Yahoo Serious. Whereas Kevin Ashman, one of television’s Eggheads, had won a record number of world championships, and still had the highest ever score on Mastermind – a frankly unfeasible 41.

During the 1990s, I’d idolised him, as he bestrode Fifteen to One like a colossus.

Thanks to this obsession, TV producers had left meetings pleading, ‘Don’t contact Paul Sinha again. All he keeps saying is, ‘We need to talk about Kevin.’

Now I was shaking Kevin Ashman’s hand – and, indeed, shaking.

I wanted to say something witty and profound – just anything at all that might earn me some credibility, to prove to Kevin I was not like all his other fans.

‘Hi. I’m Paul Sinha. As I’m sure you know, in 2006 I was nominated for the if.comeddie award. And I remember you losing your only ever episode of Winner Takes All. You said it was Tammi Terrell – and not Kim Weston – who duetted with Marvin Gaye on “It Takes Two”.’

Kevin had every right to retreat from my graceless buffoonery. Instead, he chuckled.

‘Ah yes, I’d quite forgotten about that. I don’t know what I was thinking, really.’

The match began; I didn’t quite understand what was going on.

It wasn’t just that the opposition captain insisted on providing a running commentary on every single answer.

It was that after each question was read out, players on either side gave bizarre, coded hand signals to their teammates.

This was apparently tactical, but there were times when I felt that I’d intruded into a Masonic lodge.

Confoundingly, my idol Kevin had a nightmare match, possibly triggered by the re-emergence of long-repressed memories of Tammi Terrell.

I was awestruck by the knowledge displayed by both teams – until the very last question.

None of the eight players could remember who played Mrs Doyle in the brilliant Arthur Mathews sitcom Father Ted.

When I interjected to let them know it was Pauline McLynn, an alcove of strangers stared at me.

Professor Talkalot broke the silence.

‘Sorry – who are you?’

I didn’t want to tell them the truth. Who am I? I’m the guy who’s about to eat an uncomfortable number of your half-time sandwiches.

* * *

I was partway through a particularly agreeable ham-and-egg when Gavin asked me if I’d like to play in the friendly.

It turned out there were two quizzes. The official one, and a more light-hearted one – designed to make new players feel welcome.

At six o’clock, I was having a midlife crisis.

Three hours later, I was playing alongside the best quizzer on the planet.

I made a mental note that, the following morning, I ought to make enquiries about playing keepy-uppy with Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo.

My performance in the friendly was sufficient not to make an ass of myself. When I eventually left Narnia, and emerged out onto the streets, I rang my agent.

‘Sally, guess who I’ve been hanging out with for the last two hours?’

‘Who?’

‘Kevin Ashman.’

‘You are kidding me.’

That Tuesday evening in October 2008, I had found my people.




CHAPTER 18

Like Howard Carter when he first set eyes on the tomb of Tutankhamun, or Harry Potter when he first realised that there was more to suburban Surrey than met the eye, in 2008, I’d had a peek into a different world.

And I liked it.

What I hadn’t realised was the pedigree of the team into whose bosom I’d inadvertently settled.

Allsorts were the six-time Quiz League of London champions – an appropriate level of success for a team whose star players, Kevin Ashman and Gavin Fuller, were respectively the greatest and the youngest series champions of Mastermind.

Over the next few weeks, I got to know the rest of this impressive squad.

Ken was the head of research at the British Academy, and quite possibly the mildest mannered man I’ve ever met. He gave the impression that if you punched the glasses off his face, he’d be the first to apologise.

Stewart was, by contrast, the most gregarious of the bunch; a devoutly proud Yorkshireman and quiz writer, with a seemingly endless store of anecdotes that never quite went anywhere.

Phyllida was a cross between Prue Leith and Mary Berry; her calm, unrushed classiness was quietly intimidating.

It came as no surprise to discover that she was heavily involved in running the Mastermind Club; a cloistered collective of ex-contestants who couldn’t quite let go, and whose idea of fun involved endless reminiscing over bland roast dinners.

There was also Russ, whom I never really got to know, and who slipped away from the setup, presumably because he was only quite good at quiz.

Finally, there was Shankar.

Infuriatingly, he seemed to be the mind-sports genius that I’d long aspired, and utterly failed, to be.

Not only was this incredibly shy human being a quite brilliant quizzer; he was also one of the best Scrabble players in the UK, and played chess at a level higher than I’d ever achieved.

In this esteemed company, I was more than happy to sit and spectate, and do as I was told.

They weren’t the six-time champions for nothing; to even suggest that I could add anything to the team would’ve been arrogance personified.

Then, one afternoon, the decision was taken out of my hands, when Gavin messaged me with truly dramatic news.

‘Kevin can’t make tonight’s match – you’re in.’

Four weeks after shaking my idol’s hand, I was taking his place.

* * *

At first, my ambitions were simply to keep my dignity intact.

Before the match, I chatted to Roy, one of the opposition players.

Despite Roy having a comic level of pomposity and self-regard, I did have a certain degree of sympathy for him. The reason being that I recognised him from a TV quiz show.

Not a real TV quiz show; a prank one, hosted by Alex Zane, on the execrable Channel 4 programme Balls of Steel.

Roy’s performance on that show remains legendary. Having crammed on his specialist subject of ‘The Life of Anne Frank’, he became increasingly baffled when his correct answers were being declared as incorrect by Zane. Eventually, Roy lost his temper, storming off the set in a tantrum so ludicrous, it was television gold.

Indeed, I had laughed at the clip many times.

But this was the new me.

And quiz people were my people.

Suddenly, the recollection of the cool kid bullying the nerd felt exploitative and cruel. The fact that, in his twin careers of film critic and comedian, Alex Zane was yet to display a scintilla of insight or wit, only strengthened my shift in sympathies.

I patiently listened to Roy pontificating, and thought to myself, I’d take a hundred of him over one sneery school bully.

The conversation then turned to the subject of the current series of Are You an Egghead? – a BBC spinoff show attempting to find the next Egghead. Roy offered the following bon mot: ‘Of course, some of the contestants have clearly only been chosen because they’re black.’

You are fucking toast, mate.

Happily, events played out as I’d hoped.

After being too scared to make a sensible guess on the length of the penalty area in football, my nerves settled. History documents that my team won comfortably, helped by me getting six of my eight questions correct; these included answers on the Russian state prison Lubyanka, and the Spanish mediaeval knight El Cid, that any debutant could be proud of.

I’d arrived!

My name was on the website.

I hadn’t disgraced myself and I’d outscored Roy by a satisfying margin.

I suspected I was unlikely to be selected again but, if called upon, I was a safe pair of hands who could be relied on not to royally mess things up.

As I said goodbye, Gavin said, ‘Oh – you’re playing again next week.’

Blimey.

* * *

11 November 2008

Appropriately, given the date, I shall not forget.

My second match felt completely different to the first. From the moment the opposition walked into the pub, I was intimidated not just by their massive size, but by their supreme confidence. What’s more, one of the players seemed very familiar indeed.

I sighed, wearily.

It was Andrew Frazer, a member of the all-conquering Ministry of Justice team who had so emphatically broken my spirit a year ago.

I was hit by a tsunami of memories of civil service smugness, and immediately thought, You are fucking toast, mate.

This time, Kevin was playing. So this was my opportunity to display my newfound quizzing chops to my hero.

My first question was a nice easy one, asking for the closest Scottish city to Culloden.

I girded my loins, answered ‘Perth’, and waited for the congratulations.

Instead, my three teammates audibly tutted.

As Andrew Frazer gratefully picked up an unexpected bonus point, with ‘Inverness’, I started to feel queasy.

My next question was on an anti-slavery court case in Niger that I’d simply never heard of.

My third concerned the destruction of Fleetwood Pier by fire; another news story that had completely passed me by.

Luckily, my fourth chance to prove myself was straightforward.

‘On a weather map, an isohyet is a line joining points of equal what?’

Well, I knew this one, and confidently declared, ‘Sunshine’ – to be greeted by yet more triple-tutting, and a gleeful opposition answering, ‘Rainfall’.

A week ago, I’d imagined myself to be the glamorous new star of the London quizzing scene.

At the halfway point of the match, I had failed to answer a single question – and all in front of the sympathetic-yet-knowing eyes of Kevin Ashman.

I clawed back a degree of self-respect, thanks to my knowledge of Manfred Mann, Eccles cakes and Norman ‘Bites Yer Legs’ Hunter.

I also had to name the most famous First World War poem by the Canadian John McCrae.

At this point, seven fists flew out from the other players, to indicate that they were certain of the answer.

I had never heard of John McCrae, let alone his poem ‘In Flanders Fields’.

Last week’s joy had become this week’s abject humiliation.

We lost the game.

Correction: I lost the game.

Obviously, nobody said this out loud. But we all knew it.

It became clear to me that I was living a dream that I wasn’t quite ready for.

Nonetheless, I was living a dream.

Surely, having discovered Hogwarts, I wasn’t about to run back to the Muggles.

But something didn’t feel quite right.

What to do?

It occurred to me then that, three weeks earlier I had already been presented with the answer.

The week before my blockbuster debut, my team had played host to Gray Monks, who were not named after a mediaeval monastic order, but after the location of their home pub on Gray’s Inn Road.

Allsorts were fielding their strongest line-up.

Gray Monks arrived loudly, boorishly, and intriguingly brought a small coterie of fans.

Two of them were young women!!!

One of them was already drunk.

In comparison to the home team, Gray Monks were a shambles. I immediately warmed to them.

The match followed a predictable pattern. The younger, greener opposition proved no match for the formidable Gavin–Kevin–Stewart–Shankar axis.

By the time I was subbed in for the friendly, it was against despondent opposition. In my finest moment of the evening, I correctly identified the Okavango delta in Botswana.

The opposition’s confused look of ‘Who’s this dick?’ was one I took as a compliment.

But this was not the moment that I remember with the greatest clarity.

There was a question about Radiohead.

I’d established that one of the Gray Monks’ groupies was called Hollie, and she was married to their captain.

Hollie looked great. She was either a goth, a steampunk fan, a cyberpunk fan, an emo fan, a shoegazing fan or indeed a fan of any of the other subgenres I knew literally nothing about.

On hearing the answer ‘Radiohead’, she bluntly confessed, ‘I would so do Thom Yorke – and his wonky eye.’

Mark was undeterred by his wife’s frankness.

‘Is that one statement, or two?’

Yes, this was the friendly. But this wasn’t the conversational tone I’d come to expect. I was absolutely there for it.

Now, three weeks on, I considered the nature of my dilemma.

Do I want to quiz with my idol every week – or do I want to take a step back, and get drunk with the wonky-eye people?

I knew what to do – message their captain.

‘Hi, Mark – this is Paul.’

‘The Okavango guy?’

‘I was just wondering if the Gray Monks were in need of an extra player, to strengthen your squad next season.’

‘We’d be delighted.’

As it turned out, it was one of the wisest decisions I’ve ever made.




CHAPTER 19

Now that I’d established myself in the Quiz League of London, there remained the small matter of the national quiz scene.

The forums of the British Quiz Association contained regular updates on the results of monthly competitions, ambitiously described as grands prix. Unlike their Formula One counterparts, however, these were not visual spectacles, there was little drama, and fatalities were few and far between.

Notwithstanding the incident involving a recklessly scoffed gala pie and a collective ignorance of the Heimlich manoeuvre.

I’d spent several weeks trying to muster the courage to travel alone to a pleasant yet unremarkable social club, in a pleasant yet unremarkable suburb of Northampton, to take part in my first grand prix.

My decision was further complicated by the fact I would have to cancel a gig at Jongleurs Watford. This was one of the oldest of Britain’s most famous chain of comedy clubs. For many comedians, its stage was a place of joy. I just remembered the times when I’d looked into the audience, and seen more inflatable cocks paying attention than people.

This was my opportunity to change the routine of my Saturdays.

I didn’t have the slightest clue what I was letting myself in for. Once I arrived at Duston Social Club, and dutifully registered my name, I entered a room containing quizzers as far as the eye could see.

I recognised so many of them from off the telly that simply mingling made me feel like a kid in a toyshop.

I knew a large number of them, but very few of them knew me.

The exceptions were those people whom I’d already encountered in the Quiz League of London – and a woman named Julia, who claimed she’d seen me perform comedy.

I awaited her verdict on whether I was funny or not.

It never came.

Julia went on to compile questions for a certain ITV quiz show, continuing to have a vice-like grip over my emotional wellbeing.

Noting just how ethnically homogeneous the room was, I decided to sit today’s exam paper next to a fellow middle-aged Asian quizzer, who happened to share a similar ‘cuddly’ physique.

‘Hi. I’m Paul.’

‘Hi. I’m Saïd,’ Saïd said.

‘Nice to meet you, Saïd.’

‘Tell me, Paul: do you have a wife?’

‘Not exactly. I’m a single gay man.’

‘Well, that is a coincidence.’

Somehow, I’d hit the jackpot straight away.

Despite appearances to the contrary, at no stage did I think this was speed dating. I was here to quiz.

And although I could’ve been overawed by the reputations around me, I had arrived with an ambition.

To beat C.J. de Mooi.

Since C.J. had made his debut as the enfant terrible of the otherwise sedate BBC quiz show Eggheads, opinion had been divided as to whether he was an insufferable bellend, or whether he was playing the role of an insufferable bellend.

Nonetheless, on a show where the other Eggheads can occasionally come across as a little dry, C.J.’s narcissistic preening made for great television.

In addition, by not being an omniscient automaton, he offered viewers the possibility that they might be able to beat him.

Moreover, C.J. is gay.

It gives me no pride whatsoever to reveal that I really wanted to be the best gay in this particular quiz village. There were other gay men in the room, but their closet doors had yet to creak open. So for now, it was me versus C.J., versus my new friend Saïd.

The quiz consisted of 240 written questions, of varying levels of difficulty.

I still remember my best answers: the chess player Viktor Korchnoi, Lake Baikal, and knowing that Trinidad’s only ever Olympic gold medallist was Hasely Crawford.

Then, after two hours of quizzing and marking, it was time for the most important event of the day.

Buffet lunch.

Buffet lunch at a grand prix can be an unseemly affair – a peculiarly British reboot of Man v. Food in which many socially maladroit quizzers look at a plate of a dozen chicken wings and decide it’s perfectly okay to take all 12.

Discussion in the lunch break turned out to be a complex web of mind games, in which a debutant can become ensnared.

‘How did you get on, Paul?’

‘I was well chuffed to have identified the chess player.’

‘Viktor Korchnoi? That’s very easy if you spent three years living next-door to him in Switzerland. His book on Practical Rook Endings is definitive.’

Twelve chicken wings and seven egg mayonnaise sandwiches later, it was time for the afternoon quiz, in which players were randomly assigned teams.

As a new player, I was ‘randomly’ assigned a team with star players, in order to make my first experience of a grand prix more memorable.

My star teammate was a literal giant.

Mark Labbett.

The less well-known of my teammates were Chris, a policeman from Oxfordshire; Scott, a quizzer from Milton Keynes; and a quiz writer from Bolton.

Jenny Ryan.

Nobody was clairvoyant enough to take a photograph of our team, on the first occasion that three future Chasers were ever seen together.

Jenny proved encyclopaedic on The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, and Mark equally so on the city of Akron, Ohio.

I was quietly struggling, but managed to elicit approving looks for identifying Bethesda as a healing pool in the New Testament, and ‘The Outlaw’ Joe Swail as the snooker player nicknamed for a Clint Eastwood film.

New Testament healing pools and snooker; already, my areas of strength were proving to be eclectic.

The team quiz was convivial, light-hearted and fun.

Friendships were made, both genuine and Facebook.

This was a world away from Jongleurs Watford.

* * *

But what of the results of the individual quiz?

Had I triumphed? Had I flopped?

The answer was … neither.

I finished thirty-ninth, which was slightly better than mid-table.

This felt like the definition of a satisfactory debut.

But it was better than that.

I had finished comfortably ahead of both C.J. and Saïd.

I was ‘Gay of the Day’.

This was not an official title; there were no trophies or Harvey Nicks vouchers at stake. But I had achieved my two primary objectives.

To have fun.

And to beat C.J. de Mooi.

I was really, really enjoying quiz.




CHAPTER 20

This was my new life.

Weekly visits to the Quiz League of London.

Monthly visits to a social club located potentially anywhere within the UK.

I couldn’t lose any momentum, or I’d never get any better.

* * *

On the first Saturday of February 2009, the grand prix was in Wakefield.

It felt like insanity, travelling this far for an exam; but this was a new me. I had new horizons, and nothing would prevent me from getting to Wakefield.

I woke up at 5am, and peered out of the window.

It looked cold.

‘Fuck this,’ I muttered, and went back to bed.

* * *

A month later, I tried again.

This time, the destination Cardiff.

To guarantee that I got out of bed, I had agreed to give a lift to David Lea, a fellow London quizzer.

He was one of the gigantic men who had left me so intimidated in my disastrous second QLL match; by now, it was clear that he had a brain every bit as formidable as his stature.

Over the course of the drive to Wales, it dawned on me that this Oxford graduate and political risk analyst – and font of all sporting knowledge – was operating on a very different intellectual level to mine.

Far more significantly, that was the day we cemented a friendship so enduring that, a decade later, he’d perform one of the readings at my wedding.

Cardiff was my first experience of an international quiz.

As I started the exam paper, I soon panicked, as very few of the questions made any sense at all.

I used to think that I was strong on sport, but a series of questions on cycling, speed skating and basketball soon disabused me of that notion.

I’d considered myself well travelled, and thought I had a decent grounding in both science and its history. Yet when the answers were announced, and it turned out that Marcus Aurelius’ personal physician was Galen – and that the Father of the Hydrogen Bomb was the Hungarian physicist Edward Teller – I listened in baffled ignorance.

By contrast, I heard chortling from an adjacent table, at which David Stainer and Olav Bjortomt had been marking each other’s papers.

The former was the Only Connect superstar whose online gossiping had indirectly led me here in the first place; the latter an enigmatic half-Norwegian, half-Filipino world quizzing champion.

I overheard both of them agreeing that the Galen and Edward Teller questions were ‘embarrassingly easy’.

I wasn’t in Kansas any more. And neither was Kansas City, as I found to my cost.

I finished way down the field and, to add insult to injury, I was comfortably beaten by C.J.

Not for the first time, I felt bruised and humiliated at a quiz.

But this sense of humiliation was totally unnecessary; based, as it is, on the assumption that anyone else in the room gave a damn about my score.

They didn’t; I was simply not that important. I’d foolishly transposed the solipsistic mindset of a professional comedian into an altogether more supportive environment.

I couldn’t hang around after the quiz, as I was gigging in London that night.

After the gig ended, I joined fellow comedians and bar staff for some drinks, and thought it might be interesting to hand out the questions, as an explanation for what I’d been up to that day. On reading the quiz, the consensus appeared to be that I might need a psychiatric intervention.

Little did they realise just how wrong they were.

* * *

It was the start of April and a queer, sultry spring day – the day the 100–1 shot Mon Mome won the Grand National – and I didn’t know what I was doing in Rochester.

It’s a lovely town, full of attractive churches and genteel bookshops.

But I was in the middle of a weekend of gigs in Sheffield. I couldn’t help thinking, when waking up at the ungodly hour of 6am for a four-hundred-mile round trip from Yorkshire to Kent, that maybe I did need a psychiatric intervention.

And again, there was no chance of not getting out of bed, as I’d agreed to chaperone my sister Lily to her first quiz event.

She’d always liked a quiz, but had shied away from being tediously obsessive on the subject. Recently, she’d noticed an extra spring in my step, and thought she might enjoy tagging along.

As we emerged from the station, we bumped into the Dodding brothers, Stephen and Jamie, an immensely likeable but ferociously competitive duo who had always taken great pride in their status as the highest-ranked siblings in quiz.

On spotting my sister, Stephen turned to his brother, and said, ‘We might have some competition here.’

They needn’t have worried.

The grand prix syllabus has always favoured middle-aged men.

Today, as I looked through the questions, I realised that I was becoming a middle-aged man.

I correctly identified a photo of 1972 chart toppers Lieutenant Pigeon, and I knew that Kent’s county motto was ‘Invicta’.

The scores were announced.

I’d finished tenth!

Not only that, but I’d won the Entertainment round!

Admittedly, at least 30 stronger quizzers had missed the event due to other commitments, but that was not my concern.

I was delighted with my finish.

I was delighted that Lily hadn’t hated it.

As I boarded a train back to Sheffield, I was delighted that my ludicrously complicated journey had turned out to be worthwhile.

Needing to emotionally offload, I decided to ring my mate Dave Dewar, the guy whose cancellation of a dinner engagement had been so instrumental in pushing me into quiz. Boy, did I have news for him.

‘Dave. Boy, do I have news for you!’

‘Me too. But you go first.’

‘I finished tenth in today’s grand prix. What’s your news?’

‘Well, I went to the bookies, to bet on the Grand National. As a tribute to my mum, I bet on Mon Mome – cos it sounds like “my mum”. Ten quid at 100–1. I’ve just won a thousand pounds!’

‘Yeah … but I just came tenth in a quiz.’

Real life is more important than quiz.

* * *

A month later it was May, and Liverpool.

Or more accurately, a social club in Rainhill.

Another intimidatingly long journey lay ahead of me, but I had persuaded Lily to drive there, with the promise of quiz larks.

At six o’clock, we picked up another passenger, Olav Bjortomt.

This was a coup.

Olav had combined being one of the best quizzers on the planet with conventional good looks and extremely fashionable cultural tastes. I envied him.

This long drive was my opportunity to pick his brains; to discover what made him tick. His valuable advice could prove crucial for my quiz progress.

Ten minutes after picking him up, I fell asleep, and eventually came to once we’d reached Rainhill.

I asked Lily what she and Olav had chatted about for four hours.

‘We didn’t.’

This would prove to be Lily’s last grand prix; looking back, I can hardly blame her.

* * *

Merseyside has a rich quiz tradition, and contains many of the world’s oldest quiz leagues.

But there is a tendency for them to ask more questions about westerns than Westlife.

It turns out that in Merseyside, quiz is a country for old men.

Both Lily and I finished well down the field.

Moreover, when the answers were being read out, there was a difference of opinion about who had designed the baptistry doors of the Duomo in Florence – an incident that briefly threatened to turn ugly.

Sometimes you embrace the madness. This time, I just felt weary and bored.

To make things worse, we joined the lunch queue way too late.

On the long, hungry drive home, I was having my first serious doubts about quiz. It wasn’t just that this was far too arduous a journey for such a dull exam; I was also filled with guilt that I had been responsible for Lily having a shit day out.

Two factors that day kept me involved.

Firstly, the announcement that next month’s event would be the World Quizzing Championships. Well, I had to take part in this at least once.

Secondly, the production team for another series of Are You an Egghead? had also been present.

They had come to audition prospective contestants for the show.

After giving a bombastic interview, in which I cynically stressed my demographic selling points, I was confident of getting on.

This confidence was not misplaced.

* * *

I didn’t actually want to be an Egghead.

It’s not that I didn’t like the show, or indeed the titular stars; it’s just that I was anxious that my comedy career might suffer from being at television’s beck and call. What’s more, the field included Pat Gibson. I had no chance of winning.

So why did I agree to record a first-round heat of Are You an Egghead?

Because, after the Weakest Link and Mastermind debacles, I just wanted to win an episode of a TV quiz show.

When I saw my opponent, I was relieved to discover that I might have a decent chance of victory.

Rob Huxley was smart, erudite, and a researcher at the Natural History Museum. To this day, I’m curious as to why, given his job, I had never asked him if he was related to any of the celebrated Huxleys.

His quiz experience was limited to winning an episode of Busman’s Holiday.

Busman’s Holiday?

And yet any risk of overconfidence was tempered by reminding myself of my own unimpressive track record.

There were five themed rounds. The winner of each round selected an Egghead whom they could use once in the final round.

The contest began. Lady Luck was smiling on me. Subjects were falling in my lap.

Test cricket.

Television comedy.

Nobel Prize winners.

Without really breaking a sweat, I’d won the services of all five Eggheads, who, on this occasion, were Kevin, Daphne, Barry, Judith and my ‘Gay of the Day’ nemesis.

I was now armed with the assistance of exceptionally strong quizzers – and C.J. All I had to do was to outscore Rob over five difficult questions.

We both answered our first questions correctly.

Then I was asked what the original rate of VAT was.

I picked Kevin and Daphne, just to make sure I got it right.

To my horror, they offered me different answers.

I was faced with an impossible choice, like Meryl Streep in that film, with the ABBA songs.

I chose Kevin.

I am so sorry that I doubted you, Daphne.

When my dad watched the episode a few months later, he proffered the following explanation.

‘Maybe Kevin is racist.’

I found this notion hilarious. By my dad’s logic, when Kevin had chosen ‘Martin Luther King’ as his specialist subject on Mastermind, he did so believing him to be one of history’s greatest monsters.

Rob took a one-point lead. I utterly disintegrated. My decision-making was horrific.

My last three questions were on power tools, the Rosetta Stone and French palaces. I decided that C.J. was too gay, Barry too old and Judith too female to know about power tools.

Inexplicably, I chose to ignore Judith on the French palace question, having completely forgotten that her visit to Fontevraud Abbey had won her a million pounds, and overnight fame.

When C.J. claimed to have read an autobiography of the Rosetta Stone, I knew my number was up.

I’d conjured up defeat from nowhere. I was quizzing’s very own Jean van de Velde.

Rob, a magnanimous victor, offered sympathy, as did the Eggheads. Although I swear C.J. was trying his best to suppress a smile that had more than a hint of schadenfreude.

Who knows; maybe the Rosetta Stone had written an autobiography.

I knew I’d had enough, and that I’d never, ever, ever, ever take part in a television quiz show again.

The sheer magnitude of this trauma might have been enough for me to quit quizzing altogether. But there remained the small matter of my very first World Quizzing Championships, in Ludlow.

Simply by turning up, I was achieving a personal milestone. It was a different style of quiz, and there was zero chance of any questions about the gastronomic capital of Shropshire.

Like Cardiff in March, this would be purely international fare.

Unlike Cardiff in March, this contest was taking place in dozens of countries across dozens of time zones.

Also, unlike Cardiff in March, I was both forewarned and forearmed about the syllabus. This time, it would be less of a shock to the system.

I’d made a point of learning about the Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe, the Russian icon painter Andrei Rublev, and the Norwegian biathlete Ole Einar Bjørndalen. And – would you believe it – they all came up.

Unfortunately, I hadn’t learned my list of Togolese kayakers; I mixed up the Nazca lines in Peru with NASCAR racing; and I knew virtually none of the history questions.

But where the previous month’s quiz in Liverpool had left me bored by its relentlessly parochial nature, it was a pleasure to spend an afternoon learning about the world.

The questions were tough, but nothing seemed trivial.

One question, about Sarajevo being the only Olympic host city with a majority Muslim population, actually elicited a round of applause.

Over a thousand people took part.

Where did I finish?

Sixty-eighth.

I was nowhere near the winner, none other than my old mate Kevin.

Or fourth place, my new mate Olav.

Or sixteenth place, my former teammate Shankar, of whom I was becoming pathologically jealous.

But I did take scalps, including the evocatively named Albert November (Belgium), Johan Craps (Belgium) and Hugo Tang (Estonia).

I also finished ahead of Mark Labbett – an achievement that would prove useful in an audition two years later.

In fact, I was the second highest scoring UK debutant. Finishing some way ahead, in thirtieth place, was a very impressive newcomer.

Anne Hegerty.

She’ll go far, I thought to myself, as I observed her from a safe distance.

* * *

My performance was not my abiding memory.

The Entertainment round had a few audio clips, one of which was to identify the MGMT hit ‘Kids’.

I didn’t know the answer, thanks to a pop culture ossification that afflicts so many, who would far rather only listen to the hits of their teenage years than embrace anything contemporary. But I knew that I absolutely loved this song.

At the end of the quiz, they played the track in full, and I noticed just how many people in the room already loved it.

At this moment, I had my first epiphany about quizzing.

It’s not just about showing off what you already know.

It’s about broadening your horizons.

In the years that have passed, every time I hear this MGMT song, I have a classic Proustian response – my mind transported back to a quirky afternoon in Ludlow, to the memories of finishing sixty-eighth in an actual world championships and feeling, for possibly the first time in my life, that everything made sense.




CHAPTER 21

Seventeen months had passed since I first fell in love with that MGMT hit, and my quizzing career had been one of serene progress.

Since jumping ship from Ashman’s Allsorts for the less choppy waters of Division Two, I’d helped my new team, Gray Monks, to win the second tier with a degree of comfort.

I had new Tuesday companions now, and they were more entertainingly dysfunctional than my previous ones.

There was Mark Cooper, an opinionated civil servant and obsessive fan of real ale and the Manic Street Preachers.

Mike Abbott, an avuncular amateur inventor from Sussex.

Will Jones, a softly spoken computer whizz from Kent.

And Peter Ediss, a primary school teacher from Middlesex, who took quizzing very seriously indeed.

Though we weren’t exactly young, we were younger than the league average, and it seemed that this, allied with our collective intensity, didn’t endear us to other teams.

After one match, an opposition player launched a tirade at our team, charmingly labelling us ‘faggots and cunts’. These days, he would have been handed an immediate lifetime ban.

Although not that long ago, 2010 was a markedly different era.

* * *

In addition to team success, my individual results had steadily improved, and, in my second attempt at the World Quizzing Championships, I finished a impressive thirty-first.

Moreover, I finished ahead of Anne Hegerty – an achievement that would also prove useful in an audition the following year.

* * *

This November morning, it was neither London nor international quizzing that occupied my thoughts.

Instead, it was the weary acknowledgement of having to traipse to the city of dreaming spires, to take part in a tournament called the Oxford Open.

Today’s format was officially called: ‘Quizbowl’.

This was a wholesale import from the US where, for several decades, university students competed in fast-paced, high-intensity buzzer tournaments, facing questions of such difficulty it made University Challenge look like Tipping Point.

British universities had followed suit, but this carnival of intellectual masochism remained an acquired taste. To ensure that enough teams bothered to apply, entry was extended to all comers.

I put together a team in which I was joined by my best mate in quiz, David Lea; the joint head honcho of the BQA, Chris Jones; and Richie Parnell – a top-class Welsh quizzer who would eventually drift away from the circuit, to enjoy something called ‘a life’.

Rather distastefully, we called our team Anorexics Anonymous, which misrepresented both psychiatric illness and the perfectly healthy physique of Richie Parnell.

As I said, a markedly different era.

In the morning session, our third opponents were the D-listers.

Their name was an ironic reference to the fact that three of their players – Mark Labbett, Anne Hegerty and Shaun Wallace – were the stars of a newish ITV teatime quiz show called The Chase. The fourth member of their team was C.J. de Mooi.

By now, I knew three of them quite well, but this was the first time I’d met Shaun. With every ounce of respect to the other Eggheads and Chasers, you have not experienced charisma until you’ve met Shaun Wallace for the first time. His natural warmth and bonhomie made me feel quite inadequate and giggly.

* * *

In the countless buzzer quizzes that I’ve played since, there have been games when I’ve shone brightly, and games when I’ve watched 20 starter questions fly past without any clue as to what the answer might be.

Thankfully, I saved one of my best performances for these opponents, and was the star player in a comfortable victory.

Mark and Anne looked suitably impressed.

C.J. barely looked up from his phone.

Shaun, in an authentic display of sportsmanship, shook my hand.

‘Well played, son.’

I left Oxford beaming from ear to ear, the sound of Shaun’s congratulations still fresh; I jumped on a train to perform at Jongleurs Reading, and I promptly died so badly that the compère, Curtis Walker, volunteered to escort me out of the venue to minimise the possibility of physical assault.

The change of gears required to shift from difficult quiz to difficult gig frequently eluded me.

But, unlike quizzing, comedy paid a living wage.

Other than shuddering at the crassness of our team name, I thought little more about the Oxford Open over the next few months.




CHAPTER 22

By 2011, I’d become a respected comedian, taking very personal and well-received shows to the Edinburgh Fringe.

But my career had hit an impasse.

As far as I was aware, my only transferable skill was the ability to chat about sport on BBC 5 Live’s Fighting Talk.

I couldn’t act.

I couldn’t sing.

I couldn’t dance.

I couldn’t hold my own on a pilot episode of A League of Their Own.

On the question of whether I was correct to drift away from medicine, the jury was still out.

The opportunity to become a Chaser could not have been better-timed.

* * *

In January, I was as surprised as anyone to find myself in Mumbai, as the city had never been high on my to-do list.

Numerous visits to Kolkata meant that I was already more than familiar with the characteristic sights, sounds and aromas of an overflowing Indian metropolis. Moreover, it was painfully obvious that Mumbai was a city still struggling to regain its mojo, after the horrors of the 2008 terrorist attacks.

Deciding to expand their portfolio, the Comedy Store had built a club in the heart of the city, decided to fly over Anglophone comedians, and offered me a four-night run. It would have been madness to turn this opportunity down.

Far be it from me to invoke the well-worn cliché that my life changed on a trip to India.

But mine absolutely did.

It wasn’t the gigs, agreeable as they were; it wasn’t the delicious food, the friendliness of the people, or the exoticness of any marigold hotels.

It was simply that, thanks to jet lag, I was fully awake when Mark Labbett sent me a Facebook message.

* * *

‘Hi, buddy.’

‘Hi, Mark.’

‘I thought I’d better let you know: ITV are looking for a fourth Chaser. As you can probably imagine, we’re not delighted about this. But they did ask us if there was anyone we’d recommend. After that performance in Oxford, it won’t surprise you to know we all recommended you. I really think you should get in touch.’

For the first time in my life, I thought, I might just be the right person for the job.

Considering I had spent most of my working days with a profound degree of impostor syndrome, I was surprised by my absolute certainty that this job was The One. It just had to be.

I spent a fortune ringing my agent, to make her aware of my intentions.

The following day, I sent this email.


From: Paul Sinha

To: Sue Allison

Sent: Thursday, 20 January 2011

Subject: Hello Sue, my name is Paul Sinha

Hello Sue. My name is Paul Sinha and I was contacted yesterday by Mark Labbett about the possibility of applying for a position as a ‘Chaser’ on your show The Chase. If you are still considering a fourth Chaser then I would be happy to apply.

Although I have appeared on a few TV quiz shows including Mastermind, Are you an Egghead?, and University Challenge: The Professionals, I have yet to cover myself with glory. I am a regular on the UK quizzing scene, currently ranked twenty-second. At this year’s World Championships I finished thirty-first, ahead of current chaser Anne Hegerty, with whom I appear to be fairly closely matched.

I am a former GP who now works professionally as a stand-up comic, and therefore I would like to think that I would be strong at the ‘banter’ side of the show.

I am performing in Mumbai until this Tuesday and therefore will be difficult to contact via any medium other than email. My agent Sally Carter will have further biographical details and a diary of availability should you want me to come in for a meeting.

If you are not considering a fourth Chaser, or if you have already decided to look elsewhere, then sorry to disturb you.

Best wishes,

Paul Sinha



* * *

‘Banter.’

Really, Paul?

This is a word I’ve come to loathe, mainly for its misuse as a justification for witless mockery and bullying.

I am aware what banter is. It’s very much like sex: a two-way process, founded on years of mutual and intuitive understanding of each other’s boundaries.

And as with sex, if you’re doing banter on your own, you’re just a wanker.

Nonetheless, if I wanted to weaponise my ability to banter to help me get my dream job, then so be it.

* * *

For the first time since 1998, I had formally applied for a job.

To my relief, I received a prompt reply, confirming that they were looking for a fourth Chaser, and that they’d be in touch.

In the meantime, it seemed sensible to research this quiz show, one that I’d never previously watched with any great degree of focus.

I was aware it was a more fast-paced rival to Eggheads. What I wasn’t aware of was the sheer pantomime villainy required of the Chaser, and how much of the banter was designed to undermine the confidence of the contestants.

The two original Chasers – Shaun and Mark – played their parts to perfection.

I started my homework with an episode that featured Anne, and it was soon clear she had an extra weapon at her disposal.

A strikingly handsome contestant had struggled with his Cash Builder. Anne took to her throne, and delivered her opening line with cougar-like relish.

‘Oh, I do like the cute ones. Especially when they’re stupid as well.’

While I enjoyed her bluntness, and certainly shared her taste, there was no way I was going to flirt with the contestants.

After years of toying with guys in comedy audiences, there was very little in my repertoire that could possibly survive the edit of a pre-watershed show.

I turned up for my audition, hoping to be taken to the studio, to have fun and games with Bradley, buzzers and big offers. Instead, it took place in a cramped office. A crude simulation of the show had been set up; production staff standing in for contestants.

The audition was … serviceable.

I clearly had the knowledge, but the combination of cramped surroundings and fake contestants who were overly familiar with the format, meant that I never truly lost my inhibitions.

At this juncture, I was unaware that many prospective Chasers were being sized up, and that one of them had spotted me leaving the production company’s offices. Consequently, and unbeknown to me, I had become the subject of much online gossip.

After a few weeks with no news, I was starting to curse my failure to take risks at the audition.

Eventually, my agent received an update.

They were still interested, but were harbouring doubts as to whether I was funny enough.

Of all the heckles I’ve received over the years, none of them has landed as heavily as the producers of a TV quiz show telling a veteran stand-up comedian that they’re not funny enough for a non-comedy show.

‘I don’t really know what to say, Sally. If I’m not exactly what they’re looking for, then that’s very much their call, and there’s not a lot we can do.’

‘Yes, there is.’

Sally had come up with the most inspired idea of her career. She arranged for the production team to see me perform a solo show at the Soho Theatre.

The theory was that, if they saw me perform on my terms – in my comfort zone – they would find me a lot funnier.

This theory proved to be a winner, and I was invited for a second audition.

The location remained the same, but now I was facing real-life former contestants. This time around, the back-and-forth with contestants had a spontaneity and sense of fun largely absent in the first audition.

I sensed that I’d nailed it.

* * *

On 1 April, I was performing in Liverpool, and had just checked into my hotel when Sally rang me.

‘You got the Chase job.’

‘Sally, it’s April Fool’s Day. Please tell me this is not some kind of prank.’

‘It’s not. You got the job.’

Bloody hell.

My directionless lifestyle had somehow landed me my third, and potentially most significant, job.

Doctor, stand-up comedian, and now …

Professional quizzer.

* * *

If Shaun, Mark and Anne were disappointed to be sharing airtime and wages with a new Chaser, they never showed it. The Chasers have always been a tightly knit and supportive team, and remain so.

As for the ‘Sinnerman’ nickname, I don’t really remember. I had no clever ideas to suggest; ‘the Problem Gambler’, ‘the Weepy Drunk’ and ‘the Brown Bummer’ all seemed strangely inappropriate for a family show.

I was just happy to do exactly as I was told, and this extended to the choice of a white suit.

I’m not convinced there was any clear reason for the white suit, other than to offer contrast with the darker outfits of the other three sinister panto villains. Any worries I may have had at the time were soon swept aside by I’m gonna be on telly!

After many weeks of office-based rehearsals, the day of my first recording was my first ever day on set – and the first time I ever met Bradley Walsh.

Not being especially familiar with Coronation Street, Law and Order: UK, or Wheel of Fortune, I was one of those people who found it impossible to distinguish Bradley Walsh from Brian Conley and Shane Richie.

All of them were hugely popular and talented triple threats, but with Bradley, I had been unaware of just how deep his talents lay.

As for me, I had something to prove.

Shaun was a Mastermind champion, whereas I hadn’t even won a single episode of a quiz show.

I knew I had the knowledge. What I didn’t know was whether I was destined to always crack under the pressure of a TV studio.

There was only one way to find out.

* * *

It must have been a weird experience for my first team.

They would’ve had preconceptions about which Chaser they wanted, and this would not have included a new name.

When I first sat down in that chair, I was confident that the multiple-choice format would shield me from disaster.

I got my first three questions wrong.

It wasn’t nerves, and they weren’t especially tough; just slightly out of my comfort zone.

Yet again, the self-doubt crept in. I slowly and steadily managed to pull myself together.

Questions started falling my way, and I realised I wasn’t in the wrong studio.

In truth, it wasn’t the strongest team, but Heidi, the one player who got back, was excellent. Considering she was facing a new Chaser without any of her teammates, she showed remarkable composure to set a target of 19.

Very few solo players have matched this since.

The rapid-fire nature of my Final Chase afforded me no time to overthink things. With only a couple of setbacks, I caught 19 with ease.

Finally, I had won an episode of a quiz show.

* * *

Five months later, I sat down with a glass of white wine in one hand, and Twitter in the other.

The response to the new Chaser was …

‘Who’s this twat?’

‘Who’s this prick?’

‘What the absolute fuck is this?’

‘Why did nobody tell me there was a new Chaser?’

‘I don’t like change, and I sure as hell don’t like this.’

‘He looks like a toad.’

‘Who is this fat pimp?’

‘What is the Man from Del Monte doing on my screen?’

‘Sorry – how many chins does this Chaser have?’

‘Instead of the usual Chaser, they’ve got some thick twat who doesn’t know the answer to any of the questions.’

‘What’s up with his neck?’

‘Seriously – what is up with his neck?’

‘This is the last time I watch this shit TV show.’

‘I wasn’t sure at first, but he seems to know his stuff.’

‘What’s up with his neck?’

‘It’s that little fella from Fantasy Island!’

‘His neck looks like an elephant’s foreskin.’

‘Fair play to this Chaser – he keeps knocking them out.’

‘Wow – that was some Final Chase. This new guy seems to be some sort of genius.’

‘Good knowledge – shit neck.’

I didn’t care.

Finally, I had won an episode of a quiz show.

* * *

During my first series, I won 11 episodes out of 14.

The three defeats were consecutive, and not easy to take. But you soon get used to the reality that losing is an essential part of the show.

In my best performance, I caught a 23.

A cruel fate for Rob, a teacher who had played brilliantly.

The following year, at a comedy gig in Leeds, a young lad introduced himself to me as Rob’s stepson. We had a chuckle, and he jokingly accepted my insincere apology.

An hour later, when I took to the stage, it was quite clear he’d had a drink.

When I mentioned I was on The Chase, he rose to his feet.

‘You cost me an Xbox, you cunt!’

As the audience roared their approval at the quality of this heckle, he stood there, milking the attention, went to sit down, and missed his chair completely – collapsing to the floor, and taking his pint with him.

I looked at this pitiful sight, and realised, with immense pride: I did that.

Ironically, the two most important things that happened to me during the first series both involved episodes featuring Anne.

* * *

Bradley Walsh is the undisputed star of The Chase. He oversees proceedings with panache, establishing an unbreakable rapport with both the contestants and the viewing public, while never losing sight of the show’s twin roles of entertainment and education.

The Chasers come next in the hierarchy; all of us trying our best to display knowledge and wit, while deflecting Bradley’s jibes and putting up with silly tabloid stories. Yes, there can be moments of immense frustration, but all of us appreciate our good fortune.

The unsung heroes of the show are the question writers, who never come close to getting the recognition they deserve. Behind the scenes, their hard work ensures that not only is each series packed with fresh, interesting questions, but also that at the end of every episode, nobody is unaware the space agency in the US is called NASA. If they occasionally get resentful that the on-screen talent grabs all the headlines, I can hardly blame them.

After all, in 2011, it was a writer who changed the entire trajectory of The Chase.

The three previous series had seen occasional flashes of good-natured innuendo. It was intended to be cheeky rather than crude, everyone understanding the responsibilities of a teatime show.

Exactly how a question slipped through the net about a German skier called ‘Fanny Chmelar’ is anyone’s guess.

If slang terms for genitalia were a regular feature of the show, the novelty would soon wear thin.

Bradley’s shock and prolonged corpsing was authentic. Put cynicism aside – Bradley doesn’t do artifice.

I really wish it had been my show, but the first I knew about it was a video that went viral shortly after broadcast. It was the first time that The Chase had become part of the national conversation, and people’s perceptions of us radically changed.

We were no longer just a quiz show; we were an entertainment show. There was now an expectation that we would be simultaneously informative and funny.

I was once at King’s Cross station, when a group of Liverpool fans on their way to the Emirates Stadium spotted me from an adjacent escalator. Before I had a chance to assess the situation, the whole group started chanting, ‘Fanny Chmelar! Fanny Chmelar! Fanny Chmelar!’

At this point, it seemed futile to explain that it wasn’t even my episode; let alone my hobby. I acknowledged the chants with bemused good grace. A decade later, strangers still insist on asking me about the unfortunate German skier.

* * *

My first series was filmed at ITV Studios, on the South Bank.

As a Londoner, I had more scope than the other Chasers to hang around, watching and learning from other recordings.

One of the most memorable of these saw Anne take on a team of four, very capably led by a tall, confident, ginger-haired student named Ryan.

Ryan had all the hallmarks of a guy who really liked a quiz, and in the Final Chase, his speed and knowledge helped his team to a very impressive 23.

They could be forgiven for thinking a win was in the bag.

So it was a cruel yet impressive spectacle to see the Governess, in characteristically imperious form, chase down the total, with four seconds to spare.

Intrigued as I was by Ryan’s skills, and what his quiz hopes and aspirations might be, I assumed that I’d never encounter him again.

A few weeks later, I was gigging in Switzerland and, during a spare afternoon, wandered into Basel Zoo. I spent a long time in the gorilla house, observing magnificent primates while actively trying to ignore the immorality of it all.

Then came a sudden, loud grunting noise from one of the gorillas.

In one of my more pathetic moments, I stupidly dropped my smartphone onto the concrete floor, the screen shattering into thousands of shards.

Three weeks later, when I collected the phone from the repair shop, the first thing I saw on my shiny new screen was a notification that someone called Ryan had started following me on Twitter.

Recognising him immediately, I sent him a message of both congratulations and commiserations on his performance.

‘Thanks. To be honest with you, I’m more of a Countdown person. I play on this website called Apterous. If you like Countdown, you really should join.’

If I like Countdown?




CHAPTER 23

Tuesday, 2 November 1982 – the launch date of Channel 4 – was not just a historic day in broadcasting. It was also a historic day for the Sinha family.

On watching the first ever episode of Countdown, we discovered something besides food that all four of us really, really liked.

The gentle, unthreatening pace.

The gentle, unthreatening gameplay.

The gentle, unthreatening humour.

The gentle, unthreatening adverts for stairlifts and Sanatogen.

Countdown became not so much a family treat as a family obsession.

I treasure the memories of my parents’ unconfined joy every time they beat Carol or Rachel, and of their repeated misadventures in grammar and spelling. Even now, in their dotage, they are both formidable players, especially on the numbers.

It is no exaggeration to say there has never been a more adhesive glue binding the family together than this gentle, unthreatening gameshow.

Although I’ve never been anywhere near as good as the elite players, I’ve always been decent enough, and a massive fan of the show.

Apterous was an online community for which I needed no second invitation.

Obviously, I wasn’t going to play under a pseudonym; I was now TV’s Paul Sinha and, after joining Apterous, there was no shortage of willing opponents.

Each online match had its own chat facility, and each game usually began with the greeting, ‘Hi, GL’.

Far too many years spent on gay dating websites meant that I initially thought ‘GL’ stood for ‘good-looking’, rather than the more prosaic ‘good luck’.

I found myself playing against a personable young guy, who played under the name ‘H’.

The chat went thus.

‘Hi, GL.’

‘That’s very flattering. Oh, hang on … sorry. Hi. GL.’

‘Am I right in saying that you’re the new Chaser?’

‘I might be …’

‘Ah, cool. I was a contestant on The Chase once.’

‘Oh, wow. How did you get on?’

‘Pretty badly. In fact, so badly that Anne said at one point, “Oh, I do like the cute ones. Especially when they’re stupid as well.”’

Oh God.

That episode.

That guy.

Appropriately, I was now faced with a difficult conundrum.

Then I remembered the inspirational words of Robin Williams, in that film: ‘When you’re a doctor who can make people laugh, anything’s possible.’

By the time I’d established that his interests included quizzes, Countdown, cricket, darts and cock, I felt I had no option but to ask, ‘Would you be interested in going on a date?’

‘Sure. Why not?’

Given that I hadn’t been on a date for eight years, my A-game was rusty.

I knew that I should choose a quiet, relaxed venue, with little chance of social awkwardness and plenty of opportunity for undisturbed chat.

I took H to one of my gigs. On the one hand, this was an act of breathtaking narcissism; on the other hand, he did listen to my life story, for an uninterrupted 20 minutes.

It was a high-risk strategy, but the nightmare scenario of a bad gig did not materialise. At the end of the evening, to my astonishment, H let me know that if I was looking for something serious and long term, he’d be happy to give it a go.

Happy to give it a go?

After 23 years without a boyfriend, this would absolutely do.

The following day, I changed my Facebook status from ‘single’ to ‘in a relationship’.

Whatever my first few years of television stardom were about to bring, I wouldn’t be facing them alone.

* * *

The first 23 years of my adult life – characterised by binge drinking, sexual misadventure, compulsive gambling and erratic career decisions – had been a blast.

In comparison, the next few years were relatively uneventful. Which was just as well, given my new need to take stock and settle down.

I had a boyfriend now.

He was charming, handsome and upwardly mobile; he was the perfect choice for parents in desperate need of a silver lining to their son’s lifestyle choices.

My family liked him a lot. As for his family – well, I never met them, which perhaps should’ve been a red flag.

That I had finally found someone represented a triumphant double for my folks, as earlier that year, my sister Lily had married Dominic, a British army captain.

Their wedding, at a posh Berkshire hotel, had been the glorious day that everyone had wished for. My dad gave a touching, self-effacing, inebriated father-of-the-bride speech, and the whole occasion was every bit the magnificent advert for multicultural Britain that the Olympic opening ceremony would be a year later.

A humorous wedding speech was not the end of my dad’s ambitions. He decided that he absolutely had to throw a party in Kolkata.

Dominic’s parents, Pam and Egon, saw this as a great opportunity to see India. If they had travel ambitions of their own, these were soon usurped by those of my dad. He had always been overly protective towards white people visiting India, and so he took it upon himself to curate the entire trip.

I have already mentioned that my dad was no stranger to the Himalayas. What I haven’t mentioned is the deep psychological impact these expeditions had had on him. As a mountaineer, he had seen sights. He wanted to make sure we experienced the same sense of awe.

On the morning of 25 December 2011, seven of us woke up in a freezing cold budget hotel in Gangtok, the capital of the northeast Indian state of Sikkim.

It’s a picturesque location, affording beautiful views of the world’s third highest mountain, Kanchenjunga.

It would have been a perfectly lovely place to spend Christmas day.

Ominously, my dad was starting to show Fitzcarraldian zeal. He’d hired a driver. And it seems we would be spending Christmas Day on a six-hour journey to the village of Lachung.

‘Dad, what’s so special about Lachung?’

‘Oh, I don’t know – I’ve heard it’s quite pretty.’

Nobody else seemed enthused by the prospect of spending Christmas Day in this manner. And what of Christmas dinner? Lachung had no shops, no restaurants, no bars. What they did have were amateur chefs who promised to do their best with whatever food that we brought along.

Our vehicle contained a driver, seven passengers and a roof-rack – which our luggage, a sack of potatoes and two plucked oven-ready chickens clung onto for dear life.

At least we’d get there during daylight, as long as the official who was responsible for getting us the required permits handed them over at 9am. As he’d promised.

At midday, an official arrived at our hotel, complete with permits and the unmistakeable stench of booze.

He’d overslept.

I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to punch someone in their stupid, hungover face more.

And that was before I discovered that the Indian state of Sikkim had been hit by recent earthquakes, rendering much of the journey ‘inadvisable’.

For the first hour, I drifted in and out of sleep.

I then glanced out of the window, and couldn’t quite believe what I was seeing. There was no barrier whatsoever between our car, and a drop of several thousand feet.

I’ve always been utterly terrified of heights.

‘Dad!!! Is the whole journey gonna be like this?!’

‘Welcome to the Himalayas.’

* * *

Only the Ceaușescus have had a worse family Christmas.

The journey was a ten-hour nightmare, repeatedly punctuated by issues arising from Egon’s prostate difficulties.

My constant terror was in stark contrast to my dad’s relentless cheer, as he refused to consider the possibility that this trip might’ve been a mistake.

Then the sun set.

For the last two hours, we never exceeded 10mph for fear of a fatal misjudgement.

A complete lack of phone coverage meant that our only entertainment was conversation. The ultimate horror.

When we eventually reached Lachung, we found a quiet village containing literally nothing of note.

My dad muttered, ‘Oh. Maybe this isn’t rhododendron season.’

Shortly before midnight, an under-seasoned dish of chicken and potatoes landed on our plates.

Merry Christmas.

* * *

Two days later, our young, seemingly indefatigable driver attempted to return us to the airport, so that we could fly back to the calm and comparative safety of Kolkata.

This being India, we left with plenty of time to spare.

Or so we thought.

Every few minutes brought new delays, and my dad’s swagger was steadily eroding. On yet another unprotected high-altitude road, our path was obstructed by a large van. Ahead, contractors were dutifully trying to repair recent earthquake damage.

We didn’t move for 45 minutes. By which time, we were at the front of a very long queue of honking car horns, providing a familiar and cacophonous soundscape.

My dad is a proud man, and Lily’s in-laws were his honoured guests. If they missed their flight, this would be somewhat his fault.

Fitzcarraldo broke. He stepped out of the car and walked over to the contractors.

The rest of us witnessed a crazy man, gesticulating angrily.

He then ran back to us.

Since his first major cardiac incident, running was the one thing he was specifically banned from doing. He knew that, and we knew that. We sat there, frozen in horror at what we assumed we were about to witness. Somehow, he got back.

As the large van started moving out of the way, our driver smashed his foot onto the accelerator, the car skidded, and I became acutely aware that our front tyre was now hanging off the road, in mid-air, several hundred feet above terra firma.

I shut my eyes. Just my luck, I thought. I’ve finally got myself a proper boyfriend, and now I’m going to die.

Apart from my mum’s weeping, we waited for our inevitable doom in silence.

One person had other ideas.

Our driver was young, relentlessly positive, and – through the entire trip – had never once betrayed fear or angst.

He had life plans, places to see, joints to smoke, chicks to date. He wasn’t about to give all of this up because of my ridiculous family.

In one miraculous manoeuvre, he managed to simultaneously accelerate and steer the front tyre away from its precarious mid-air location.

Suffice to say, when we got to the airport, he was generously tipped.

My dad still insists that this trip was a roaring success, only partially spoiled by my pathetic fear of heights.

I have never returned to India.

It’s no wonder that the next three years were relatively uneventful.

I really needed to settle down.

* * *

At the beginning of 2012, I was fresh into a relationship and a TV career.

And yet my overriding emotion was feeling grateful to be alive.

I had decided to give the Edinburgh Fringe a miss, for the first time in seven years. This was not a difficult decision.

Because this was the summer that the Olympic Games were coming to London. Surely this would be the defining highlight of my lifelong passion for watching sport.

This is one of the many things I’ve inherited from my dad.

He’s never slow to tell the story of how he once ran with Emil Zátopek.

Indeed, throughout my childhood, my dad and his friends would entertain me with anecdotes, delivered in hushed, reverential tones, about the great sporting icons of their own generation, such as Garry Sobers, Pelé, Rod Laver and Muhammad Ali.

My own enthusiasm was never matched by any ability – although I used to play a mean game of pool, and once scored 76 not out for my medical school Second XI.

Given my enthusiasm for watching sport, I sometimes got very lucky indeed.

I was at Lord’s in 1983, when India won their first World Cup final.

I was at Wembley in 1986, when Liverpool completed their only League and FA Cup double.

On the latter occasion, not even being racially abused by Liverpool fans on the train could dampen my joy.

And living within walking distance of Crystal Palace meant that I regularly got to watch the greatest track and field stars on the planet.

I was always obsessed with track and field, despite my attempts at any of the disciplines always ending in abject failure.

I was neither fast, strong nor supple, and yet this was the one sport where British triumph would inevitably make me cry with joy.

I was not about to miss the greatest show on Earth, and had applied online for a whole variety of tickets.

I received none in return, but I wasn’t bothered.

A summer spent watching the Olympics on telly was still a joyous prospect.

* * *

In June 2012, I received a phone call from Andy Zaltzman – my friend, comedy colleague, fellow cricket nerd and erstwhile teammate on the pilot episode of A League of Their Own.

‘Hi, Paul. This morning, I managed to get tickets to the men’s 100 metres final. I’ve got a spare ticket, if you want it.’

‘Well obviously, yes. But I don’t understand. I thought all the tickets had gone?’

‘Here’s the thing. That’s exactly what I thought. But they’ve launched a fresh wave of tickets today, aimed at people who didn’t get tickets in the first ballot. What you need to do is go online and click on the official website. Then follow these instructions. Sign in, with your original ID and password. That’ll take you to the main page. Once there, you click on the button that says … Paul? Paul? Are you still there?’

I spent the next few weeks in my bedroom, slavishly clicking and re-clicking, in the relentless pursuit of tickets.

It wasn’t enough that I was going to see Usain Bolt.

I wanted to see it all.

My dedication to the cause yielded impressive results.

I took my dad to see Great Britain play India at hockey.

He was supporting India, and I was supporting Team GB, because it doesn’t really matter who you support.

I managed to send both my parents to table tennis and badminton.

I saw Nicola Adams and Ireland’s Katie Taylor win their boxing semi-finals.

I watched Jessica Ennis-Hill stun the crowds by running the 100 metres hurdles faster than any heptathlete in history.

I wept tears of joy throughout the first of Sir Mo Farah’s Olympic gold medal ceremonies.

After studying the bookies’ odds to calculate my best chance of seeing a Team GB victory, I travelled out to Eton Dorney on the final Saturday, to see sprint kayaker Ed McKeever win glorious, glorious gold.

For a jingoistic Olympics fan, this was the month to end all months; a magical experience I know I will never repeat.

Perhaps Danny Boyle’s vision of an all-singing, all-dancing multicultural Britain was more endearingly naïve than realistic.

And perhaps the much-vaunted legacy will never come to fruition.

But it was a great way to spend a summer.

* * *

When the torch relay had gone through Tooting, I took my dad to watch the procession.

To my surprise, a number of owners of sari shops and Indian sweetshops recognised and warmly greeted him. My folks had put the years in.

After the torch relay had gone past, my dad turned to me.

‘That was shit. But thanks for taking me.’




CHAPTER 24


I’m broadly left-wing. He was broadly right-wing. The sex was amazing. He liked to pretend he was the late Margaret Thatcher … and that I was the British manufacturing industry in the 1980s.



I was in my first proper relationship and, to untrained eyes, I’d hit the jackpot.

H was younger than me, better-looking than me, more financially independent than me, and a trainee solicitor.

Our relationship was free to develop at an unpressured pace. This was just as well because, given how superficially suited we were, we had surprisingly little in common. Most of our differences were unimportant, but there were so many of them, that it’s easier just to list them.

He believed that Sir Andy Murray was a terrible human being, an even worse tennis player, and a failure who would never win a Grand Slam singles tournament.

He believed that the BDO darts franchise was better than the PDC.

He believed that ‘Walk of Life’ was Dire Straits’ finest record.

He believed that the only interesting Olympic sports were archery and weightlifting.

He loved Adam Sandler movies.

He loathed Liverpool FC.

He didn’t enjoy Chinese food.

He thought serious quizzers were a bit weird.

He thought that Simon Brodkin’s character Lee Nelson was an accurate and hilarious depiction of ‘chav culture’.

He thought that Pointless was better than The Chase.

Of course, none of these differences represented insurmountable barriers; not even the last one. But there was the small matter of our politics.

I was broadly left-wing; he was broadly right-wing.

And he didn’t think that the only joke I’d written on the subject would work. If anything, I’m underplaying the political gulf between us, in that I was well to the left of centre, and he was well to the right of Thatcher.

Furthermore, he seemed disconcerting ill at ease with his gay identity.

He certainly didn’t believe in same-sex marriage; offering the rather limp argument, ‘It might upset the elderly.’

H’s biggest obsession was that Britain should leave the European Union. He wasn’t opportunistically clambering onto a populist bandwagon; he had been passionate about these views long before ‘Brexit’ was a familiar term. Annoyingly, he was far more articulate in explaining his Euroscepticism than I ever was in countering it, so I chose not to discuss the subject.

He was also a fan of Donald Trump, and sincerely hoped he would be the next US president.

It confused me how such a kind, charming, intellectually curious and talented young man could possibly find himself aligning with a malevolent criminal like Trump, but I tried to ignore it, consoling myself that similar differences within my sister’s marriage to Dominic had not impinged on their relationship.

I kept reminding myself that H was younger than me, better-looking than me, and a trainee solicitor.

What’s more: I loved him.




CHAPTER 25

Anyone who ever claims to be their own worst critic has clearly never searched their name on Twitter. As the fourth Chaser, I learned two things very quickly.

Firstly, that the viewing public tends to be suspicious of change.

Secondly, if you’re in the public eye, you’re at the mercy of confirmation bias.

Considering I chose to be a stand-up comedian and Chaser, it might sound like a strange thing to admit that I’ve never truly got used to being a public figure.

I never actively pursued celebrity, and, so my first two years on The Chase were a baptism of fire. To a lot of people, I was a horrifically smug, shit-necked, multi-chinned, unfunny dickhead, and nothing I would say or do would change their minds.

To many others, I was a genius, with sharp quips and great answers – and equally, nothing I could say or do would change their minds.

The more prosaic reality was that I was doing my best with a TV persona that perhaps wasn’t as clearly defined as those of the other three Chasers. I was hugely enjoying the ride, especially the more dramatic games.

In my most memorable Final Chase, a brilliant team of four posted a record-equalling 28, and I came within one answer of catching them; the irony being that that final question was on human anatomy.

Ah, Anatomy. My old nemesis had returned to haunt me.

After my worst performance, when I failed to catch 14, the producers came into the dressing room to check on my wellbeing.

I realised that, however much I agonised over bad performances, the viewers loved them. The fact that we are all capable of the stupidest errors keeps the audience on their toes.

I still get people reminding me of the time I lost an episode because I’d said that Sir Andy Murray kept a piece of haggis tied to his shoelace for good luck.

We all make mistakes.

Just ask the contestant who, when asked, ‘Which former prime minister had the middle name “Hilda”?’, replied, ‘John Prescott.’

* * *

When I came home after a bad day at the office, H was rarely sympathetic, pointing out that I’d landed a dream job and that I should be grateful.

Although I disagreed with him on virtually everything, I’m prepared to admit that, on this, he probably had a point. It’s tough, though. Whenever you read comments from strangers unfairly maligning you, the overwhelming determination to disprove their confirmation bias can certainly make you lose perspective.

I also became aware of a change in how comedy club audiences perceived me.

In stand-up, your first minute is crucial. The audience is sizing you up, and using their own prejudices to decide whether you’re going to be funny.

It used to be the case that, when I walked onto the stage, I would immediately be judged for looking smug, sounding posh or being brown.

After a couple of years on The Chase, this was no longer the case.

‘Isn’t that … is it? … wait a second … can it be … but he looks a bit slimmer … what’s the guy off the telly doing here? … this is just weird … oh, I know what to say … WHERE’S YOUR WHITE SUIT?’

Once, I countered with, ‘I left it on your grandma’s bedroom floor,’ setting up an assumption of heterosexuality that I was ill-equipped to fulfil.

It became clear that appearing regularly on television dwarfed anything that I had previously achieved in comedy. Despite being introduced on every episode as ‘the doctor and stand-up comedian’, very few viewers seemed aware that I was either a doctor or a stand-up comedian.

It was time to put this right, with a new tour show called ‘Paul Sinha is a Stand-up Comedian’.

With storytelling, blunt jokes and frankness about sexuality, I hadn’t changed my style. What had changed was the audience, often packed with delightful pensioners.

They were not expecting a risqué comedian, but that sweet, sharp-suited man off the telly. Unsurprisingly, reactions were mixed.

At one gig, in a village in Surrey, H overheard someone say, ‘Well, I’m glad I didn’t bring my missus. She hates shit-stabbers as well.’

After another gig in Amersham, a self-styled ‘concerned mother’ emailed a lengthy complaint, outlining in great detail how horrified she was to have brought her son to my show.

This criticism can be immensely dispiriting. Since turning professional, I’ve never been an offensive comedian, but I’ll admit my material is a lot fruitier than one might imagine from my appearances on daytime telly. I’m certainly not for all palates, but it’s surely up to the audience to do their homework. After all, no comedian is for all palates.

Occasional setbacks notwithstanding, the tour rekindled my desire to return to Edinburgh.

I was a minor celebrity.

I’d found love.

I’d become an uncle, thanks to the birth of my nephew, Leo.

I felt that I was still someone with things to say about life; with things to say about the world.

After a four-year absence, it was time for me to return to the Fringe.

What would be my theme?

* * *

One of the by-products of the success of The Chase is a regular slew of invitations to attend awards ceremonies. In all honesty, the invitations don’t elicit the same thrill that they once did. Perhaps, as a regular after-dinner speaker and corporate host, these events feel too much like a busman’s holiday.

Nonetheless, I still treasure the excitement we all felt when The Chase was first nominated in the Daytime category at the 2013 National Television Awards.

The great, the good and the now-forgotten of the industry would be gathering at the O2 arena. And, being embarrassingly bad at a picture quiz, I would barely recognise any of them.

There would be one notable exception.

Three days before the ceremony, while visiting my folks, my eyes had wandered onto an episode of Dancing on Ice.

Although not my usual taste in television, I was watching with unironic interest, to assess the skating ability of the recent Olympic boxing champion Luke Campbell. His boxing skills and ‘other attributes’ had caught my eye during the previous golden summer, so I was watching as an admiring fan.

His first routine was perfectly adequate, and most of the judges offered bland encouragement. The exception was Jason Gardiner, the show’s resident villain, who delivered a typically withering verdict.

Caught up in the spirit of the show, I took to Twitter.


Luke Campbell is lovely. Stop having a go at him, Jason, you horrid little man. #DancingOnIce



Admiring can do strange things to a man’s judgement.

When the show returned after the break, Phillip Schofield announced: ‘And now for some tweets from the general public. Paul Sinha off The Chase has posted: “Luke Campbell is lovely. Stop having a go at him, Jason, you horrid little man.”’

My dad briefly looked up from his plate of noodles.

‘You’re an idiot, Paul.’

* * *

My main ambition at the NTAs, therefore, was to not bump into Luke Campbell.

But first, I had to walk the red carpet. On exiting the limousine, I looked out towards a sea of selfie-hunters and autograph-hunters. As I nervously shuffled down the red carpet, I was hoping against hope for some recognition. Instead, most of the throng seemed angry that I was blocking their view of Tulisa and Keith Lemon.

Once inside, canapés and unlimited champagne gave way to a three-hour ceremony.

No drinks were served during those three hours.

Disaster.

However, there were public bars, several flights of stairs away.

Once it was announced that This Morning had beaten us to the Daytime award, I decided to take on this marathon walk.

Arriving at the bar, I was greeted by the sight of Luke Campbell, graciously posing for selfies.

I stood there.

Fixed to the spot.

It was a very sticky floor.

Luke spotted my awkwardness.

‘Aren’t you the guy who said nice things about me on Sunday?’

I nodded in embarrassment.

‘Cheers for that. It was much appreciated.’

From that moment on, the public access bars at the O2 have always had a special place in my heart.

* * *

In 2015, I found myself back in the same bar.

By now, I was two years more famous, and a lengthy queue were waiting their turn to have a selfie with me.

After patiently waiting his turn, a young lad was now posing for a photo. He turned to me.

‘I’ve got an idea, by the way.’

‘Go on, then.’

‘It’s for a sunbed, that you sit in while you can watch TV at the same time.’

This was unexpected.

Given my inebriation, I think I did well to decipher what was going on.

‘Do you think I’m on Dragons’ Den?’

‘Are you not?’

I stood there, observing the confusion and then pain on his face, as it dawned on him that the guy he’d just queued up to meet was not Piers Linney. I was overcome with drunken … what’s the word … happiness.

And I knew exactly what I was going to talk about in Edinburgh.




CHAPTER 26


I’m happy. I’m in my mid-forties, and I’m happy. I’m happy to be in two jobs that I absolutely love. I’m happy to be in a relationship with a guy with whom I disagree on just about everything. I’m happy to have a family whom I absolutely adore. I’m happy to be an uncle. And I’m happy to have parents who are happy that I’m happy.



In the summer of 2015, I returned to the Edinburgh Fringe after a four-year hiatus.

My show, ‘Postcards from The Z-List’ – was a cheeky-but-affectionate peek behind the curtains of low-level celebrity.

By my standards, this was an unusually feelgood show.

The closing story was about a case of mistaken identity at the National Television Awards, and how it had led me to realise that I’d reached middle-aged happiness.

The show sold very well, the audiences had clearly done their homework, and I returned from Edinburgh on a Tuesday afternoon, full of good spirits.

I received a short phone call from H, who let me know that he needed to talk to me the following day.

Despite a slight terseness to his tone, I suspected nothing.

Which made the following day’s revelation quite a punch to the gut.

‘I’ve been meaning to say this for a number of months, now. But I didn’t want to do anything to spoil your Edinburgh show. Please don’t take offence … but I’ve decided that I’m straight. I’m not gonna change my mind. I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. This is genuinely the end.’

* * *

Questions.

I had questions.

Straight?

I’m absolutely no stranger to guys saying to me, ‘Please don’t take offence, but I’m straight’ – but with them, they had years of evidence to back it up.

By contrast, H had never shown the slightest scintilla of heterosexuality.

Did I cause this? Is this my niche superpower? Should I sell my services to those evangelical Christian groups, who’d like to turn gay men straight? Could I monetise being their secret weapon?

I was absolutely devastated. I was surely too old to be single again.

The prospect of Gaydar, Guardian Soulmates or darkrooms filled me with dread.

The man with whom I’d shared my life was now cutting me out of his.

What exactly was I going to tell my parents?

I certainly wasn’t going to tell them the whole truth, knowing full well what their response would be.

‘He turned straight? Is there any hope that you can?’

Despite the despair, I can’t deny that I did feel slightly relieved.

This had been an imperfect relationship.

All relationships are, but the sheer scale of our differences had never truly stopped nagging away.

This plot twist had handed me an opportunity to create from scratch, something new and possibly more satisfying. My heart may have shattered, but there were small shards of cautious optimism.

* * *

My social life now largely revolved around the Quiz League of London – and my team, Gray Monks, had transformed themselves into a consistently strong unit.

Likewise, the QLL had strengthened and evolved.

Once dominated by overweight straight white men of a certain vintage, the league’s demographics had started to reflect those of the city it represented. Where once I had felt like a token voice, there were now many LGBT quizzers.

One of them in particular had caught my eye.

I was aware of a social quiz gathering the following night, at a gay bar in King’s Cross called Central Station.

This looked like the perfect opportunity to drown my sorrows, to play the sympathy card, and generally let people know that I was both broken-hearted and single.

But first, I had a job to do.

* * *

It was 3 September 2015.

A day I’ll always remember.

Cos it was the day that my dignity died.

I was both numb with devastation, and grimly determined to get on with my life. I’d waited 41 years for my first proper relationship; I wasn’t about to wait another 41 for my second.

But before the evening’s festivities at Central Station, I had an episode of Celebrity Chase to record.

I’ve always been grateful to this show, for giving me chances to fanboy so many stars.

If it wasn’t for the show, I would never have met Linford Christie.

Henry Blofeld.

Sanjeev Bhaskar, Meera Syal and Nina Wadia.

Patsy Kensit.

David James.

Mark Ramprakash.

I have literally no say in whom I get to play, but there is one category that I secretly dread: The Comedian Who Is Far More Successful than Myself.

When it comes to television comedy, I’m aware I’m not A-list. I’ve never done Live at the Apollo, Buzzcocks, 8 Out of 10 Cats, Have I Got News for You or Mock the Week. In the last case, I’m relieved: I wouldn’t want to complicate my tax affairs by taking on staff to write all of my jokes.

The only bragging rights I have over other comics is my general knowledge. It’s my thing. So when successful comedians whom I know turn up on my patch, I’m never more determined to win.

I’d just been dumped. I needed the spiritual consolation of victory – or, at the very least, to have fun.

The news that Sir Geoff Hurst would be one of my opponents was an unexpected thrill.

I’d also be playing Rob Beckett.

Bugger.

This was nothing personal against Rob; it was pure jealousy.

Rob had it all. Immense likeability; funny bones; the backing of a major agency; and the comedic chops to make the most of his good fortune. By contrast, I knew my US state capitals.

I really needed to win.

So just before the Final Chase, I prayed to Saraswatī, the Hindu goddess of knowledge and learning.

Rob Beckett is a superstar. He doesn’t need this. I need this. Do your best. Please.

Evidently, the entire Hindu pantheon were otherwise engaged that Thursday.

Not only did the team score 21, but Rob – not previously renowned for his intellect – was their star player.

My thoughts turned to damage limitation; hoping for questions on art, classical music, geography, science.

Instead, I failed to identify the rapper Flavor Flav, or the cosmetics company that sponsored Made in Chelsea.

On both questions, Rob Beckett gleefully pushed me back, to the unfettered joy of the audience.

At the end of an extremely one-sided contest, I’d suffered my heaviest ever defeat on a celebrity episode.

Of course the chosen charities were richly rewarded. Of course it made for great telly. Blah, blah, blah.

Sat in that seat, being mocked by the team, Bradley, the audience and even the warm-up guy, ‘despondent’ didn’t cover it. I felt broken.

Under the circumstances, I was pretty proud of what I said to Sir Geoff Hurst.

‘I imagine this must be the greatest day of your life.’

Afterwards, I really needed a drink, and there was plenty on offer in the green room. As I offered insincere congratulations to the victors, I knocked back an imprudent quantity of beer and wine.

Misjudging your pace matters less when you’re happy.

This was not the day to misjudge my pace.

I stumbled into a cab outside ITV Studios, and headed to King’s Cross.

I had a plan.

This plan’s name was ‘Oliver Levy’.

* * *

From the moment he’d snuck his way into the QLL a few years previously, Oliver had always cut an intriguing figure.

Statistically, he wasn’t a star player. But he had always impressed everybody by being encyclopaedic in the most niche of subjects.

He’d also stroked my ego, by letting me know that he’d heard me on The Now Show, and had really enjoyed my routine on the naming of international airports.

Oliver was clearly on a spectrum of some description, but in the twin worlds of comedy and quizzing, neurodiversity does not mark you out as unusual.

Like my ex, Oliver was charming.

Like my ex, Oliver was kind.

Unlike my ex, he never retweeted borderline fascists.

And what he undoubtedly was was cute – especially that evening, viewed through very drunken eyes.

Oliver didn’t drink, and drove everywhere. I had frequently seen drunk quizzers exploit this combination to get a cheap ride home.

Tonight, I joined that list of quizzers.

‘Any chance of a lift home?’

‘Sure.’

All through the journey back home, I had two competing voices in my head.

Carpe diem, Paul. Carpe diem. You’re drunk enough, he’s lovely and, what’s more, he really liked your airport routine. It would be dumb not to take this chance. Or ‘Dum Dum’. Shit, that’s bad.

Then there was the other voice.

What are you doing, Paul? You were only dumped yesterday. This is a time for reflection; recharging your batteries. Piece together your shattered heart. Don’t make a drunken pass at someone whose kindness, quiz ability and comedic tastes you happen to find attractive.

Well, you’ll never guess which voice won out.

As Oliver pulled into my drive, I pulled in for the kiss.

To my astonishment, he didn’t vomit; in fact, he kissed me back.

‘Would you like to come in?’

Again, he didn’t vomit.

As we were walking up the stairs in my flat, I tripped over, knocking Oliver to the ground and falling on top of him with some force.

Fearing a Fatty Arbuckle-esque scandal, I said, ‘Are you okay, Olly?’

‘The famous quote about Nicholas Soames springs to mind.’

I immediately remembered that one famous quote. An ex-lover of the Tory MP had claimed that making love to him was like having a wardrobe fall on top of you …

… with the key still in the lock.

On the one hand, I had to admire Oliver’s ability to humiliate me in the form of a general knowledge question. On the other hand, I sobered up very quickly.

I realised that what I needed, more than anything else, was time to reflect, recharge my batteries and piece together my shattered heart.

‘Really sorry, Olly. I think you ought to go home.’

As Oliver drove off, I contemplated my week.

Two days previously, I could not have been happier.

In 48 hours, I’d been dumped, professionally humiliated and had drunkenly let myself down.

It would be ten months before I next had a meaningful conversation with Oliver.

I’d had better weeks.




CHAPTER 27

It was Sunday, 24 July 2016 and almost a year had passed since my encounter with Oliver. This had been a relatively directionless time.

The highlight was winning our first National Television Award, which came about because the organisers had shifted This Morning to a different category. The award was presented by Susanna Reid and her co-host, Piers Morgan. It was lovely to meet her.

I was living a two-tiered existence. In most British towns and cities, I would often get mobbed when walking into a bar or pub. In my own home city, I could go weeks without being spotted.

There were exceptions to this.

One morning, a man walked onto my bus, saw me, pointed at me, and exclaimed, ‘Oh my God. It’s the guy off The Chase.’

A group of schoolgirls burst into laughter.

‘Don’t be stupid. The guy on The Chase is way fatter than this guy.’

They then proceeded to discuss at length how much they disliked the Asian Chaser; I hid my face behind a copy of Metro, and pretended not to listen.

On another bus journey, a middle-aged lady stared at me for 15 minutes, before breaking her silence.

‘Excuse me, has anyone ever told you you look a bit like that guy off The Chase?’

I thought I’d have a bit of fun.

‘Well, madam, do you mean the former doctor turned comedian, born on 28 May 1970, in Luton in Bedfordshire?’

She looked startled.

‘Oh … my … God. I mean, with knowledge like that, you could go on the show yourself.’

* * *

With a rise in status came more varied offers of work.

These included guest appearances on Tipping Point, and Bradley’s new gameshow Keep It in the Family.

I was also invited onto numerous ‘talking heads’ shows, attempting to sound sincere about everything from ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’ to Carlos Alberto’s 1970 wonder goal. My philosophy was to say ‘yes’ to work, because you never know what might spring from it.

Despite this philosophy, I was not hugely enthused about the two gigs I had booked in that Sunday.

First up was a run-through for a possible radio panel show. I agreed because it was hosted by Iain Lee, a broadcaster I’ve always really liked; but the atmosphere struggled to take off, despite the best efforts of the four people who’d come to see it.

The second was an open-air festival in Hackney, in which my material proved no match for terrible acoustics and an underwhelming – and underwhelmed – audience.

It was still gloriously sunny day, and thus far I’d wasted it. The last thing I wanted to do was go home.

A multitude of options were available to me; this was London, one of the great metropolises. I was faced with the choice of fine dining, world-class museums and galleries, or any number of fashionable drinking venues. I chose a nearby pub quiz.

When I walked in, sitting there, looking kinda lovely, was Oliver Levy.

‘Oh, hi Paul. Are you here for the quiz?’

Right. Here goes …

‘Never mind that, Olly. This Tuesday – do you fancy lunch?’

* * *

Two days later, we enjoyed a civilised, sober lunch, despite our collective inability to understand – let alone eat – raclette.

The same evening, I sent him a text.


Hi Oliver. Sorry about the mishaps at lunch. I paid the restaurant for the damage. I’ve had a really tough time since getting dumped. But I feel ready to move on. I was wondering if you’d be interested in being my boyfriend.



I waited an agonising two hours for a reply.


Great!



After two days, Oliver turned up at my flat, in a car filled with most of his possessions. Turns out he’d been keen to leave Hotel Mum ’n’ Dad for quite some time.

Somehow, I had a boyfriend again!

What’s more, this was just in time to invite him to Berlin.




CHAPTER 28

In the world of comedy, talent and hard work are all very well; but you also need luck.

Being funny is never quite enough.

One of my biggest pieces of luck was falling onto the radar of a man called Ed Morrish, one of the most respected producers in radio comedy.

Our professional relationship had not started well. At a bar at the Edinburgh Fringe, he had mistaken my Bengali friend Kaushik for me, leading to a largely fruitless conversation. Given his impeccable liberal credentials, I took great pleasure in referring to Ed as ‘the comedy racist’.

In 2011, he’d contacted me with an exciting idea. To celebrate the forthcoming arrival of the Indian cricket team, he wanted me to perform a one-off special on Radio 4 about the Tebbit test.

This was a reference to the British conservative politician Norman Tebbit, who once questioned the level of integration of British Asians who didn’t support England at cricket.

I had long felt that life was too short, and too complicated, to get hung up on sporting allegiances. I’m a Londoner who supports Liverpool FC; a frequently overemotional fan of the England football team; and a man who cries at Team GB Olympic success.

But I’m also my dad’s son and, as such, had always supported India against England at cricket.

I don’t believe that any of these viewpoints contradict each other – or indeed, matter.

The Sinha Test was a rare intrusion by sport into Radio 4’s comedy schedule, and was well received. For me and Ed, this was the start of a beautiful professional relationship.

In 2012, we made a show previewing the summer Olympics; then a whole series on the UK citizenship test; and in 2015, a one-off special for the 800th anniversary of Magna Carta.

This last commission saw me invited to the House of Commons, where I listened to William Hague tell a room of historians, professors, and distinguished academics: ‘This is a year of multiple anniversaries: the Battle of Waterloo in 1815; the Battle of Agincourt in 1415. But – unlike those events – Magna Carta did not arise from conflict.’

Confronted by the sheer scale of this mistake, the room erupted in mocking laughter.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ chuntered the historian David Starkey, in a rare moment of lucidity.

* * *

My next project with Ed, Paul Sinha’s History Revision, was more ambitious.

Much as I enjoyed painstakingly researching, writing and performing each episode, I was never aware of who was listening, and in what numbers.

I had a clearer idea in June 2016. I received a call from Ed.

‘Paul, you’re not gonna believe this. Our show’s been nominated for a Rose d’Or.’

‘A what, exactly?’

It turned out that the Rose d’Or is what used to be called the Golden Rose of Montreux – an annual international television award, which I’d always associated with Mr Bean and Hale and Pace.

What I didn’t realise was that the awards had decided to embrace radio broadcasting.

I listened with mounting disbelief, as Ed explained that Paul Sinha’s History Revision had been nominated for Best Radio Comedy. The ceremony, no longer held in Montreux, would take place in Berlin in September.

There was just one problem.

On the morning of the event, we had to give a presentation to the judges, on why we thought we should win. But Ed wasn’t flying in until the afternoon.

It was left to me to pitch my show to a room full of broadcasting executives, with all the sincerity of a monorail salesman in Springfield Town Hall.

My fragile nerves were not helped by the creeping realisation that I might actually have the best show.

At the pre-awards drinks reception, I was surrounded by total strangers – one of whom made polite chit-chat, before saying, ‘Of course, we shall meet again tonight.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Well, I’m the guy giving out your award.’

Was this a linguistic misunderstanding, or had he actually just told me that I’d won? Either way, I’m pretty sure he wasn’t meant to say that. I wanted to tell Ed, but I just couldn’t. This might have been an horrific misunderstanding.

But I needn’t have worried. We won.

I’ve only ever been nominated for one radio comedy award: this one, in 2016, when I was officially Europe’s best radio comedian.

Unlikely as this may have felt, the evening then got weirder.

John Cleese won a lifetime achievement award.

Nothing weird about that; it was John Cleese.

What a night this was turning out to be. Tomorrow, I’d be sharing the headlines with the creator of Fawlty Towers, the show that kickstarted my love of comedy.

This true titan of entertainment took to the stage to give his ten-minute acceptance speech.

What followed were 45 of the most charmless minutes of all our lives, as one of British comedy’s most enduring icons decided that now was the time to settle some scores. A cavalcade of ingratitude, self-congratulation and bitterness tested the audience’s goodwill to a degree not seen since Father Ted Crilly picked up a Golden Cleric award.

At the end of the show, the winners gathered onstage for one last photograph. An extremely tall man peered down at me.

‘So you’re the man who tells history stories that none of us knows. Go on then: tell me something I don’t know.’

Oh, God. Give me strength. This wasn’t the evening I envisioned.

‘The Italian Antonio Meucci may well have been the first man to invent the telephone. But he was injured in an explosion on the Staten Island ferry – leading him to spend several months in hospital. To make ends meet, his wife ended up selling off a lot of her husband’s scientific documents – thus destroying his chance of a place in history.’

‘Mmmm. Okay then.’

Listening to John Cleese’s speech, then feeling him bristle at being told something he didn’t already know, I made a mental note: Never get bitter, Paul. It’s quite unbecoming.

Later that evening – thanks to the silver tongue and Soho House membership of the comedy producer John Lloyd – I found myself in a swanky rooftop bar, overlooking the Berlin skyline. Oliver had flown back earlier that morning, and I was reflecting on a successful trip.

I could not have felt any less bitter.

Ed Morrish and I had won a Rose d’Or.

Nobody could ever take away this weird, weird worldly day.




CHAPTER 29

‘Morning, Paul. I’ve just had an offer come in. Have you ever given a thought to pantomime?’

‘Er … nope.’

I can’t act.

I can’t sing.

I certainly can’t dance.

Why on earth did the Grand Opera House in York think this zero-threat could ever put bums on seats?

I knew Anne and Mark had previously dabbled, but their on-screen personae were pure panto. I had my doubts as to whether my own Chase persona – that of ‘sarcastic smartarse’ – would translate quite so easily to the stage.

The offer, however, was for a small role.

I checked my availability for Christmas 2016, made some quick calculations and agreed to do it.

I don’t shirk a challenge, and the prospect of working with Suzanne Shaw, Frazer Hines and Debbie McGee appealed to my admiration for hard-earned celebrity. And it was just a small role – a relatively unimportant supporting genie in Aladdin. The success of the production wouldn’t be dependent on the quality of my performance.

‘Afternoon, Paul. They’ve just rung back. They’d like you to play Abanazer.’

Gulp.

Abanazer.

That is a proper role.

In the company of a chart-topping singer, a former Emmerdale A-lister, and The Lovely Debbie McGee, I’m going to look shit.

Abanazer? Holy Moly!

Nonetheless, I agreed to do it.

The reason being …

* * *

… Christmas can be no time to be a club comedian.

The season’s reputed goodwill is a rare commodity – because very few of the office workers who fill the seats actually want to be there.

They are there because Martin from HR sent a group email, suggesting: ‘We could always do comedy this year? There’s a club in town that charges 40 quid per head for a three-course turkey dinner (and some comedians).’

Only the hardiest, most bombastic or most gimmicky comedians survive, and I’ve never been any of those.

Comedians agree to these gigs to pay bills, to pay HMRC, and to fund their own Christmas plans.

Nobody likes doing them.

One year, at Jongleurs Leicester, the audience were moved to pelt me with bread rolls – long before Nish Kumar made the experience fashionable.

I had always assumed that would be my worst-ever Christmas gig, until one Saturday, in December 2007.

I had two gigs booked in, and the first had gone surprisingly well. Sometimes, opening a gig is the best spot; the audience is still sober enough to enjoy some of the jokes, before sliding into irretrievable intoxication. By the same logic, the glamorous-sounding headline spot can often be the worst slot on the bill.

When I reached the Comedy Café in Shoreditch, complacency was the last thing on my mind, but the promoter told me the audience had been nice.

Of course they’d been nice – the opening act was Ricky Grover.

He was literally the hardiest and most bombastic comedian I’d ever seen, with not only brilliant jokes but also an impressive arsenal of physical and musical gimmicks.

Moreover, he was a proud east Londoner.

This was his ends.

These were his brethren.

And yet somehow it fell to me – the Posh Gaysian, with my wry, sideways look at multicultural Britain – to close out the gig.

The first few minutes went promisingly well.

However, when you’re headlining in front of drunk punters, every joke has to land heavily – or they lose interest.

I sensed an increasing disengagement. Before long, I could see people actively trying not to laugh at the gay guy. I could see people turning away from me. With each passing minute, new conversations were striking up.

I wasn’t dying, as such; just struggling.

The pockets of people still trying to listen were hopelessly outnumbered.

If I’d made the tactical decision to cut my set short, I would’ve walked off to audience apathy – rather than anger. As it was, I was never allowed to get that far.

A drunk and/or coked-up man made his way to the stage, determined to open up a dialogue.

The moment he reached swinging distance, two bouncers swooped in. One of them grappled with the would-be assailant; the other firmly whispered into my ear.

‘Leave the stage, and go into the kitchen. Now.’

This was not the time to question his authority.

I ran into the kitchen in the corner of the club. Staff dutifully bolted the door; I was now protected from the mass brawl that raged for 45 minutes.

Intermittently, I’d hear a racist taunt.

‘That last comedian needs to fuck off back to Pakistan!’

‘I can’t fuck off back to a place I’ve never been,’ I bravely retorted through the blast-proof door, long after the police had sent everyone home.

During my short stay in the Comedy Café kitchen, many thoughts crossed my mind.

Could all this have been avoided, if I’d only tinkered with the order of my jokes a little?

I wish I’d had the burger. This kitchen smells delicious.

This is meant to be the season of goodwill. Instead, I’m stuck playing to hateful twats. Just for one December, I wish I had another option.

* * *

Eight years later, York’s Grand Opera House offered me another option.

Rehearsals started at the end of November, but three weeks before I headed north, life took another turn.

The QLL’s once-shambolic Gray Monks were not only a far more robust team, but a band of brothers.

Alongside the core unit of me, Mark, Peter and Will, we had strengthened the team with a Mastermind finalist Ian Orriss, as well as a Mastermind champion – the Dark Destroyer, Shaun Wallace.

It says something for the strength of the league that, despite this embarrassment of riches, we still only finished sixth in 2014–15.

The following season – thanks, in part, to some intense training weekends – we finished a creditable second, our nemesis proving to be the superteam Broken Hearts.

Then, in late 2016, we started Leicester Citying the shit out of the QLL. We were all in the form of our lives, and won our first six games.

We started daring to dream by the time of our seventh match – a home tie, against opposition that we were expected to beat.

There was, however, a problem. The home side were expected to provide four players, and someone to read the quiz.

Our captain, Mark Cooper, was unavailable.

Shaun Wallace was missing, presumably having secured a last-minute booking to give an inspirational speech at yet another school in north London.

And our star player – the intense enfant terrible and headteacher, Peter Ediss – was snowed under with schoolwork.

We were facing certain defeat unless we could find a reader. Our only hope of fielding a full-strength side was to find somebody whose idea of fun was to read out 64 questions on a Tuesday night, with the added benefit of free chicken wings and beer.

I knew just the person.

My sister, Lily.

Having joined us for the odd QLL match in the early years, she could be trusted to understand the format. In addition, she deserved an occasional night off from her new foray into full-time motherhood, having recently given birth to a son, Leo.

Would my mum and dad be happy to babysit?

They were overjoyed at any chance to display their grandparenting chops. Thanks to my lifestyle choices, they’d waited long enough for a grandchild, and were determined to enjoy every second of it.

‘We have to go to M&S first. Sit in the house with Leo. We’ll be back at five. We’ll look after Leo, and you can go off and do your quiz thing.’

Unusually, they returned 15 minutes late.

Even more unusually, my mum ran into the living room, visibly distressed.

‘Go and see your dad. Something’s very wrong.’

Leo started screaming.

I ran to the car.

My dad was slumped in the passenger seat, looking deathly pale and visibly breathless. Thank heavens he hadn’t insisted on driving.

It had been quite some time since I’d seen any kind of medical emergency, but I knew the basics. Ring for help. Immediately.

‘Hello, Mark? Paul here. There’s no way me or Lily can make it tonight. Tell Peter he has to come in – and put a message on Facebook, asking for a spare reader.’

My second call was more useful.

Before long, my dad was in the back of an ambulance, being assessed by paramedics. At one point, one of them asked for my opinion on my dad’s ECG.

I knew what I wanted to say. ‘I have no bloody idea. The whole point of leaving medicine was to avoid this exact scenario. You have seriously overestimated my ability to diagnose a myocardial infarction.’

But I could see my dad, watching me intently, waiting for some evidence that all the years of financial and emotional investment in my medical career had left me with some residual competence.

I discussed the ECG with the same calm authority I’d shown as a junior doctor in King’s Lynn.

I desperately wanted my dad to relax. To save his breath. To do as he was told, and not speak unless he absolutely had to.

‘So, have any of you ever seen The Chase?’ he said.

My dad was clearly unaware that, in London, full-time professionals don’t watch telly at 5pm.

The paramedics spent an eternity deciding which hospital to take my dad to. Eventually, one of them had news.

‘We have two options. I know your consultant and your medical notes are at King’s, but we’re gonna take you to St George’s. According to the satnav, it’s four minutes quicker.’

‘Please don’t take me to St George’s. They were put in special measures last week.’

‘Dad! That’s where I trained.’

‘Case closed.’

As he said these words, something became clear.

Undeterred by a major cardiac event, my dad still prioritised entertaining the paramedics and making sure they knew his son was off the telly.

I realised why I’d become a stand-up comedian. I’d inherited from my dad the narcissistic need to be liked. For people to find me funny. For me to be the centre of attention, the centre of the narrative.

This was my dad’s medical emergency, and yet I’m focusing on how I felt.

Case closed.

Watching my dad rage against the dying of the light filled me with immense pride.

My own medical career had been such a disappointment to him. Still, better late than never; it was time for me to step up to the plate.

‘Look. Please take him to King’s. I know St George’s is marginally nearer. But King’s is where his notes are. King’s is where his consultant works. And King’s is where this scared old man will feel most comfortable.’

They took him to King’s, where he received exemplary care. For the first time in my life, I felt like an awesome son.

Most importantly of all – thanks to an emergency reader, and the breathless arrival of our star player, Peter – Gray Monks made it seven wins out of seven.

Three weeks later, I felt very guilty about travelling up to York, to spend five drunken weeks in panto.

‘You have to do it, Paul. You’re my son. You’ll be a star.’

My dad is not right about everything.

* * *

Panto.

Were people expecting me to be good?

I had no idea.

Why had I been cast at all?

I had totally underestimated the popularity of The Chase in northern English cities. I’d been booked because they genuinely considered me a draw. Yet I was clearly the least talented member of the cast.

The female lead, Suzanne Shaw, had the voice of an angel and the liver of a rhino. She was not only a chart-topping popstar, but also an Emmerdale actor and a Dancing on Ice champion. She made it all look so ridiculously easy.

Frazer Hines had been one of TV’s biggest soap stars. I was delighted to hear that his semi-retirement was now punctuated with the occasional global Doctor Who convention. This was a life well-led.

The Lovely Debbie McGee absolutely lived up to her name. She was far more than a magician’s assistant, as she would prove so comprehensively on Strictly the following year.

If it was humbling to work with these stars, it was even more humbling to realise that the less-heralded names were just as talented.

I may have helped to drive ticket sales. I certainly wasn’t driving the success of the show.

It wasn’t just that I was a lacklustre actor; many of the physical set-pieces were beyond me. During rehearsals, there were times when the directors seemed exasperated by my limited ability.

Our final dress rehearsal was such a personal disaster, I felt like the subject of a particularly harrowing documentary on incurable dyspraxia.

Reviews could not hide their disdain for my ability; the kindest one simply stating, ‘Paul Sinha, from ITV’s The Chase, tried his best.’

If this sounds like a miserable existence, it was anything but.

I’d arrived from the world of stand-up comedy, where backstabbing can reach Shakespearean proportions. Refreshingly, I now found myself in an environment of relentless camaraderie.

On the many occasions when the director said, ‘Teamwork makes the dream work,’ it never came across as trite, but as a truism.

What’s more, it was undeniably fun to be utterly outside of my comfort zone.

I’d never been to a pantomime before, let alone starred in one.

I had no idea that, every time I walked onto the stage, I would be booed with a ferocity that exposed Christmas comedy audiences as pathetic lightweights.

Of course, I never had the acting ability to embody the pure evil of Abanazer; but I was flattered to be given the opportunity, and I treasure the memories.

One such memory was the cast outing to the York branch of Popworld. Naturally, we asked the DJ to play the Hear’Say hit ‘Pure and Simple’. It was fun to watch the youthful crowd boogying along, never quite recognising the person dancing most vigorously.

Sadly, the physical demands of a month in panto are now beyond me. I say sadly, because once I’d put the ego firmly to one side, it was one of the most uniquely enjoyable experiences of my life.

Oliver even turned up sporadically, to lend his support. On a rare evening off we decided, with tedious predictability, to try our luck at a local pub quiz.

By reputation, the quiz was notoriously difficult and, although this reputation turned out to be well-earned, my evening was spent watching Oliver dismantle a meticulously structured set of questions.

Despite my own contributions being minimal, we won with ease. A result that was greeted with widespread booing.

It wasn’t that the regulars had witnessed a mixed-race, same-sex couple stroll into their pub, sit quietly in a corner, and render their efforts irrelevant. It was definitely our southern accents.

As we snuck out of the pub, I briefly wondered whether to have a safety wee, or to risk the five-minute walk to the flat.

Five minutes later, I was standing outside my front door, having just suffered my first adult episode of complete urinary incontinence.

It never crossed my mind that this was anything other than a drunken misjudgement.

Looking back, this was probably the first indication that there was something seriously wrong with my health.




CHAPTER 30

When I’d gone to bed on the night of Monday, 16 September 2017, it had felt like everything was good in my life.

The Chase was going strong, and I seemed to have a grip on all of its idiosyncrasies.

Victories filled me with joy. Defeats were brushed off. And I had certainly become more comfortable with being in the public eye.

In addition, my relationship was flourishing. Although Olly and I were very different people in many ways, our twin loves of quizzing and comedy served to strengthen an unusual relationship.

Comedy wasn’t just about the writing and performing, but also the travel. I hadn’t always relished the lifestyle but it was so much more fun now that I had companionship, rather than potential loneliness.

An adventure shared is an adventure doubled.

* * *

Back in January, I’d headlined a gig on the campus of Birmingham University.

The gig itself was fine; in truth, it was just as much fun to see Britain’s tallest freestanding clocktower.

We decided to pop into The Nightingale after the gig. I had deliberately told the audience of our plans to visit the city’s biggest gay club, and I wasn’t expecting anyone to care; but shortly after entering the club, we were joined by several students.

One of them had an intriguing proposal. They would throw a house party that night, if we agreed to join them.

I needed no second invitation.

The opportunity to relive my student days was far too tempting to resist, not least because I now had a teetotal boyfriend to keep a watchful eye on me. That night, dozens of students attended a party in a rented house, somewhere in Selly Oak. Jägerbombs were downed, selfies were taken, and I relished being the centre of attention, while deftly fielding the huge variety of questions I get asked in these social situations.

‘What’s Bradley like?’

‘What’s Bradley like?’

‘Who’d win between you and the Eggheads?’

‘What’s the capital of Burkina Faso?’

‘What’s Bradley like?’

‘Who’d win if the Chasers played each other?’

‘Who’d win in a fight between the Eggheads?’

‘What’s Bradley like?’

‘Be honest – do you have an earpiece?’

‘Have you ever met Fanny Chmelar?’

‘What’s Bradley like?’

‘Paul, do you think your relentless need for approval from your student fanbase may represent a deeply unhealthy form of Peter Pan syndrome?’

‘Listen, lads. Let me tell you all about Bradley …’

* * *

We stayed for two hours at a party that was unfailingly good-natured and incident-free.

The following day, Olly and I were sitting in Birmingham’s Chinatown, staring yet again at way more food than we were capable of eating, when I received a Facebook alert.

‘Have you seen this?’

When I clicked on the link, it was a short video clip, titled ‘Chaser Attempts to Dab’.

With a commitment to cinéma vérité reminiscent of Dziga Vertov in his pomp, the film was a harrowing depiction of a once-proud 46-year-old man, his features and his coordination now irreparably damaged by years of alcohol abuse.

It was only a short clip. But watching this pathetic figure desperately clutching at past glories, trying to ingratiate himself with a younger generation by attempting the latest faddish gesture, was enough to make a grown man cry.

Or at least, this particular grown man.

I briefly wondered if I could put a stop to this nonsense.

In doing so, I had seriously underestimated the speed of the social media grapevine. Within hours, Twitter was awash with West Midlands student gossip; the website LADbible, a renowned beacon of vital investigative journalism, soon put their own spin on what may have happened.


‘You sure you should be coming in here?’ ask one of the halls security guards as he passes through the reception.

‘I’m Paul from The Chase, I do what I want,’ comes his half-cut reply.

No. His name is Paul Sinha. He’s called ‘the Sinnerman’ for a motherfucking reason.



This is the only country where acute poisoning is seen as heroic endeavour.

I had become the Oliver Reed of professional quizzing – a fact confirmed three weeks later, when the following entry was added to UrbanDictionary.com:


sinha sesh

When you get absolutely discombobulated and unfathomably intoxicated, due to the effect of alcohol.

Ending in an all-round rather good night.

‘Let’s get Sinha seshed tonight, lads!’



When I eventually perish, if this is my only cultural imprint, I’ll take that as a result.

In the same week that ‘sinha sesh’ found its way onto UrbanDictionary.com, the long quiz odyssey of Gray Monks reached its curiously bathetic peak.

In my wildest dreams, I had never imagined that this ragtag group of friends would ever win the title. But, like Leicester City the previous year, we never stopped winning.

Frankly, we bulldozed our way to victory, and thankfully there had been little drama. Like all obsessive hobbies, one of the main barriers to success is the unwelcome intrusion of real life, but, for one glorious season, my dad’s illness had been the only intrusion.

I had become aware that many other teams mocked our intensity and work ethic. The reality is that the QLL contains so many of the world’s greatest-ever players, you wouldn’t stand a chance of winning without having these qualities.

This being the QLL, our moment of triumph was suitably mundane. In the upstairs room of a pub in Kentish Town, we paused from our Thai chicken wings to refresh the website with sriracha-flavoured thumbs. Our main rivals had lost. We were the new champions.

There were no histrionics; just a series of manly hugs, and quiet satisfaction at a decade well spent.

With my comedian’s hat permanently on, I thought: This year’s Edinburgh show is coming along very nicely.

So much had happened in the two years since I’d been dumped by H, that I couldn’t really escape the idea that his sudden sexuality-switch had been a massive blessing. It may not have felt so at the time, but certainly, we had both moved on.

At the 2017 Edinburgh Fringe, I decided to pay unironic tribute to him.

The show was called ‘Shout Out to My Ex’. Inspired not just by Little Mix, but by Steve Wickenden’s superior cover – which he’d belted out to an opera house of schoolchildren, during his portrayal of Widow Twankey the previous December.

I was trying to put a humorous spin on the chaos of the last two years.

It was a chaos that refused to go away.

In one episode of The Chase, I lost a tight contest on a question about Mario Kart.

In defeat, I mentioned H’s love of the game: ‘My ex was obsessed with Mario Kart. He also told me that I didn’t pay enough attention. He was right.’

At the time of the recording, I thought nothing of it; mainly because I assumed I was already out of the closet.

The episode was broadcast five months later.

Within ten minutes of the male third-person pronoun leaving my lips, I received a Google alert.

The Daily Mirror had a scoop for the ages.


CHASER PAUL ‘SINNERMAN’ SINHA COMES OUT AS GAY ON THE CHASE FOR THE FIRST TIME

He answered a question about Mario Kart incorrectly



I had no idea that was the definition. Heaven help them if they ever find out the Dark Destroyer’s black.

All the other tabloids ran the story, relating the extraordinary tale of how a man who had been an openly gay comedian for 22 years … was gay.

I noticed that the Daily Mail story had attracted 135 comments.

Was I ready for this? Well, obviously. I had an Edinburgh show to write …

Imagine my professional disappointment at only being able to find one homophobic comment. And even that was vaguely amusing: ‘Explains why he can be such a know-it-all diva.’

Joking aside, the above incident illustrated how, in public perception, one’s TV persona utterly dwarfs anything else you may achieve.

During my Edinburgh preview season, most gigs were great, and yet 20 people walked out in Rotherham, shortly after hearing I was gay.

Before another show, I was approached by a man who was both terrifyingly large and terrifyingly drunk.

‘You had better be funny, you triple-necked Paki motherfucker.’

Thanks to the venue staff, he never did find out.

That year’s Fringe was probably the one I enjoyed the most. The show had been lovingly put together and thoroughly previewed, and I knew that I could relax, and enjoy the month on my own terms.

Those terms included having Olly by my side; a true comedy addict, he watched more shows than even the most voracious critic.

Our month started well; sitting in a sterile 80-seat lecture theatre, blissfully unaware that the show we were about to see – Hannah Gadsby’s ‘Nanette’ – would eventually become a global phenomenon, catapulting its unassuming star into the comedy stratosphere.

Although a Fringe veteran, I still had the appetite to take in the creative genius of people I was proud to call friends and colleagues, while also feeling like a valued part of the festival myself.

My show may even have been on that mythical longlist.

I’ll never truly know.

When I arrived back in London at the end of August, I had nothing but optimism about the future.

Tuesday, 17 September 2017.

What’s going on?

My right shoulder seems to be … stiff.

* * *

I had been the healthiest member of my family.

My dad had had three heart attacks, two coronary-artery-bypass operations, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and several decades of insulin-dependent diabetes.

My mum had had years of profound migraines, a pituitary micro-tumour, and a mini-stroke – as well as a double mastectomy for breast cancer.

In childhood, my sister had suffered both a skull fracture and hypothyroidism, and had also undergone serious orthodontic surgery.

Later, she endured a profoundly difficult first pregnancy – and a second that I assume was a breeze.

She’d thereby given me a nephew and a niece – the former of whom had, to nobody’s great surprise, been recently diagnosed with autism.

I wasn’t healthy in any meaningful sense. I had a terrible diet and a high alcohol intake. Compared to the rest of my family, however, I was Joe Wicks.

It didn’t alarm me especially that I’d woken up with an oddly stiff right shoulder.

I’d resolutely ignored my GP for 30 years, and I saw no reason for this to change.

Furthermore, I had a crippling phobia of needles.

You might consider this an unusual revelation, given my many years as a clinician. Well, it wasn’t other people’s pain of which I was terrified.

I had any number of reasons not to seek medical help. I assumed that I’d simply sprained my shoulder during sleep.

If I just bide my time, the stiffness will just disappear, was my homespun self-diagnosis.

That was September.

By January, my parents – far braver and far wiser people than I – were curious to know why I’d not sought any medical attention.

I realised that I could no longer palm them off with pathetic excuses, and resolved, for the first time in 30 years, to visit my GP.

* * *

One of the most awkward things about seeing a new doctor is the question, ‘So what’s your occupation?’

‘Stand-up comedian and professional quizzer’ is such an odd answer, and it wasn’t surprising that my GP initially thought he was being pranked.

Nonetheless, there was certainly no need for, ‘Really? Well, I’ve not heard of you.’

For reasons best known to himself, he then told me that his favourite comedian was Stewart Lee.

‘Oh, he’s a mate of mine. I appeared as a red-button feature on his BBC Two series, Stewart Lee’s Comedy Vehicle.’

As these words left my lips, I felt utterly ashamed of my desperate need for validation. I was just about to suggest he google me, when he performed a physical examination, after which diagnosed a frozen right shoulder.

I’d been hoping he’d tell me something I didn’t know.

He sent me for X-rays, as well as a whole range of blood tests that would form part of my over-forties check-up.

He pointedly reminded me that this check-up should have taken place seven years ago.

‘Yeah. Well. I’ve been busy.’

I returned to the surgery two weeks later, hopeful of a clear diagnosis of what was wrong with my shoulder.

‘The good news is that the X-rays suggest that there’s nothing wrong with your shoulder. The bad news is that the blood tests suggest that you’re diabetic.’

Although this was a surprise, it was certainly not a shock.

In the seventies, my dad – having fallen unconscious, after bingeing on some decidedly sticky Indian sweets – was diagnosed with diabetes.

My mum had developed milder, later-onset diabetes.

My sister had suffered with gestational diabetes.

It turns out that diabetes was as common in British Asians as asthma is in British cyclists.

This news was a blow. I had never envied my dad, and his onerous insulin regime. Especially given my fear of needles.

At least the diabetes explained the frozen shoulder, but I faced a nervy, uncertain future.

I rang Sally, to explain the bad news.

‘Wait a second, Paul – I did get an email about this a couple of weeks ago.

Unbelievably, an ITV reality show called The Fast Fix: Diabetes was exploring whether people with Type 2 diabetes could enter remission by going on an extremely low-calorie diet for two weeks.

I say unbelievably, because Sally had received the email a few weeks before I was diagnosed.

Presumably, I just look diabetic on The Chase.

* * *

I’d never been on a reality TV show, and had no desire to be on one.

But this was different.

This was my health.

And if television was offering me free expert advice and motivation, it seemed churlish to say no.

As an experience, the show was everything I’d come to expect from reality TV – albeit without the bonus of a big cheque.

The filming schedule was subject to constant last-minute changes and cancellations, which played havoc with my comedy career and social life.

I had become a lab rat, poked and prodded so frequently that a lifetime of needle phobia simply vanished.

The actual diet proved surprisingly straightforward.

I was grimly determined not to break the diet at all. It was a commitment appreciated by a boyfriend desperate to reduce the volume of my snoring.

The experience was in no way pleasurable.

But the science was underpinned by experts who were sincere in their desire to improve my wellbeing.

The celebrity doctor for the show was Zoe Williams, who showed all the passion and compassion that I’d previously fallen a little short of in my own GP career.

I lost plenty of weight, costing The Chase dozens of pounds in replacement suits.

Far more importantly, I successfully put my diabetes in remission.

Reality TV is not all bad.

A few months later, the show was broadcast, with slightly disappointing viewing figures. Consequently, a big debate about fast-fix diets failed to materialise in the media.

There was, however, one comment on Twitter that caught my eye, though.


If he’s delighted to put his diabetes in remission, why does he sound so miserable?



I rewatched the show.

I was delighted.

So, why did I sound so miserable?

Still the penny didn’t drop.
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In all the brouhaha surrounding the diabetes timebomb, I’d rather forgotten that my right shoulder hadn’t improved at all.

I’d been shunted from pillar to post. Steroid injections provided only the briefest respite; the recommendations of various physiotherapists provided no respite whatsoever.

But I wasn’t worried. This was an orthopaedic problem. In the opinion of every specialist I’d seen, it would eventually sort itself out.

Meanwhile, I hauled my slightly damaged frame to the Edinburgh Fringe once more.

The show, ‘The Two Ages of Man’, was quite low-key – a comedy treatise on health and the circle of life.

For the first time in a decade, and perhaps exacerbated by last year’s joyous fringe, I wasn’t quite feeling it.

In the first week, I had a public bust-up with Kate Copstick – the Scotsman’s comedy critic who, 19 years previously, had given me my first TV gig. This, combined with the theft of my wallet, knocked me onto the back foot.

Oliver spent the month ferreting around the Fringe, unearthing future comedy stars. I spent most of it in bed, watching telly.

* * *

I was pleased with the show, but I knew full well it wasn’t as good as 2017’s.

Although six of my reviews were great, typically I only remember the other two – their lukewarm three-star verdicts doing nothing for my sense of malaise.

One reviewer described me as ‘anodyne’ and ‘inoffensive’ – accusations I’d never received heretofore. She observed:


Sinha can come across as a little inexpressive and his delivery is not always as fluent and assured as might be expected.



Something was up.

* * *

One day in the autumn of 2018, I was on a treadmill at the Streatham branch of Fitness First, when I felt an unexpected tingling in my upper thigh.

It was my phone going off.

‘Morning Paul! Have I got news for you.’

‘Really? I didn’t think Paul Merton liked me.’

‘No. I mean, have … I … got … news … for … you.’

‘I’m totally confused.’

‘Taskmaster want you on their next series.’

Good Lord.

I must’ve been doing something right. This was my third big offer of the year.

I’d been a guest on QI, albeit a largely passive one. Sandi Toksvig and Alan Davies have such an exquisitely nuanced comedic relationship that it just seemed gauche to interrupt. So, for most of the show, I didn’t.

I looked on largely from the sidelines, expressing little emotion. It didn’t occur to me that this was odd.

I also appeared on an episode of Would I Lie to You?

Once more, the show is built around a watertight comedy dynamic: Rob Brydon, Lee Mack and David Mitchell represent three very different – and brilliantly funny – comedic personae, which are intuitively in touch with each other’s foibles.

While there was a temptation to sit back and enjoy their lightning repartee, the format removed that option from me.

For several minutes, it was my job to convince David Mitchell, Rylan Clark and Mary Portas that – in order to learn facts at speed – I often read books and listened to audiobooks simultaneously.

It was exhilarating to tell lies on demand. Although – by the end of the long recording – I was surprisingly tired, rather than adrenalised; my contributions dwindling over the course of the show.

And still the penny hadn’t dropped.

* * *

I had no particular concerns about Taskmaster. I’d barely seen the show, but I’d known Alex Horne and Greg Davies for a long time, and I was flattered to be asked.

At our solitary meeting with the production team, we mentioned the dodgy shoulder, but nobody seemed bothered.

It was going to be enormous fun.

Honestly, it was going to be enormous fun.

* * *

At 9am on 13 November 2018 I was transported to a mysterious house, in an unknown location.

In my dressing room, I was overlooked by a giant portrait of Greg Davies that parodied the Italian artist Arcimboldo.

But my knowledge of Renaissance art would prove of no value that day.

I was wearing a dressing gown and pyjamas. It was meant to be an affectionate tribute to Arthur Dent from The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. But the outfit massively reduced my mobility; in retrospect, I hadn’t thought things through.

My biggest mistake was to wear reading glasses, to complete my look.

Incomprehensible as it may seem, it never occurred to me that they might impair my long-distance vision.

I had convinced myself I was prepared for every eventuality.

Producers: do your worst.

By 10am, I had a weird contraption on my head, and a hidden baby monitor to find.

I had literally no idea what I was doing. My brain had yet to slip into first gear, let alone second.

Soon I was wandering around the garden, impotently bellowing, ‘HELLO?’, at the top of my voice.

I totally lacked the understanding of basic physics that might have enabled me to complete this task.

Ah yes, Physics. Another arch-nemesis from my teenage years had returned to haunt me.

I could hear cameramen guffawing. I could blurrily see Alex Horne trying to keep a straight face. I knew I was missing something obvious – but I had no idea what that was.

By the time I found the baby monitor, I’d already completed my 10,000 steps for the day.

Alex and the production team were just relieved I’d finished the task before we lost the light.

I was already exhausted.

This has to get better.

But on my first day on Taskmaster, it rarely did.

A succession of tasks were approached with no lateral thinking, no deeper intelligence, and on occasion a failure to understand the instructions. Even my one successful task – in which I glued caviar to my upper lip, to create the illusion of a moustache – had a ruinous effect on my digestive system.

I spent most of the evening on a pub toilet, doubled up with severe stomach cramps, doing unspeakable things to one of Armitage Shanks’s finest creations.

My pain wasn’t just physical.

I simply didn’t understand how an intelligent man could eat glue-covered caviar for lunch.

And still the penny hadn’t dropped.
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Contrary to what the papers might have you believe, most British Asian families unconditionally love Christmas – including the Sinhas.

We’re just not very good at it.

If anything, the problem seems to be that we care too much.

It’s a day of culinary overambition and overwrought emotions; the latter caused by a day-long series of status games between my parents and my sister.

There are periods of temporary calm, but it’s a fragile peace. It would only take one misjudged joke about the disastrous Himalayan misadventure of 2011 to bring the whole house of cards tumbling down.

This seems as good a time as any to remind you of the eight members of my family who gathered for Christmas in 2018.

My sister, Lily, hosts every year; by which I mean she does everything. She’s a culinary genius, and her fastidious duty to her talent means that Christmas dinner isn’t served before Call The Midwife.

Her husband, Dominic, brings the benefit of his military mindset to the day’s organisation – meaning that his main priority is that nobody misses the Queen’s speech.

My niece, Mila, is the Christmas princess. Lily’s neurotypical daughter, she loves Christmas in the exact manner that one might expect of a girl of her age. Except that she hates dolls – as her out-of-pocket uncle has discovered to his chagrin.

Leo, my autistic nephew, has become the fulcrum around which the family rotates. At this point still non-verbal, he’d already had a tricky festive season; he was quietly dropped from the glamour role of Joseph in his Nativity play, after – in the words of a memorable school report – ‘kicking the crib with the baby Jesus into the audience area’.

Finally, my parents.

Who arrive every year, half an hour late, armed with deep love for the grandkids and a powerful arsenal of passive-aggressive comments for the rest of us.

They like to gently remind everyone that they would have made better hosts, though we will never find out if that’s true, given that we’re aware of the bad optics of ordering pensioners to cook a family banquet.

Oliver and I are just happy to be near free food.

The day starts badly when Leo throws one of his new presents up in the air, knocking his bedroom light out of its socket and onto the floor, the bulb shattering into pieces.

Well, that’s one room out of action for the day.

As per tradition, Lily is heroically juggling the roles of wife, mother, daughter, host and master chef. She never wants my help, due to my firmly-established domestic ineptitude. So I steadily sink into cheerful, Prosecco-fuelled haze.

Prosecco has always been my tipple of choice, ever since Lily first rang me and said, ‘This Christmas, you’re in charge of buying the champagne.’

Afternoon slid into early evening, and early evening gave way to EastEnders, and its distinct brand of festive misery.

I wasn’t bothered; Prosecco sorted that. And nor was Oliver, who was adeptly keeping my nephew and niece entertained.

Through drunken eyes, I stared at my boyfriend. I realised that he was as much part of this family as anyone else.

Family. What a lovely word.

Family.

Oh.

I see it now.

I am going to marry that man.

* * *

Well, this was a surprise. Before the Prosecco started flowing, I had never once countenanced the possibility of a same-sex marriage.

This was not an ideological opposition; far from it, and I have nothing but withering contempt for those gay celebrities who seek to deny the option of marriage to their fellow travellers. No matter how good they were in Porridge.

It’s just that I had never imagined my life would be stable enough to consider such a binding commitment.

I was also thinking about my parents.

They’d been on a journey, and I was proud of them; but I didn’t want to overplay my hand, and had always felt uncomfortable about putting them through the potential social humiliation of a same-sex wedding.

But circumstances change; life evolves. You have to stay alert and elastic enough to evolve with it.

What was incontestable was that Olly was part of the family; he was a brilliant uncle.

Why not make it official?

As luck would have it, I’d already booked a city break in Rome, for the following week. This was the perfect opportunity; the Eternal City would surely make an unbeatably romantic backdrop. But I had to do things properly, and let the in-laws know first. Life may evolve, but it was still important to do things the traditional way.

A direct message on Twitter should do it.


	Me:	Hi, Barry. We’re popping to Rome tomorrow. Back on Sunday. The reason I’m letting you know is that I’m planning to propose to Oliver, in some possibly insane romantic gesture.

	Barry:	Thanks for letting me know about Rome. Let me know the outcome.



I was expecting something less nonchalant.

Fifteen minutes later, I received a follow-up.


Jill thought my response was inadequate, so she’s going to text you.



In truth, Jill was right. But no harm was done. They both approved.

But what of my parents?

In 2011, my dad had cut such a memorably proud, dashing, warm and funny figure at his daughter’s wedding.

Was I really about to ask for their approval?

Well, actually, no.

I never asked. I simply told them what I was planning.

They didn’t flinch.

‘Good. We just want you to be happy.’

I can’t even claim to have been surprised; they continue to jump hurdles with aplomb.

It may have been an impulsive decision, but within days, I had parental approval, an engagement ring and a plan.

All I needed now was to execute it.

I’d gone through everything, again and again. Nothing would be left to chance.

Land at 15:30. Check into the hotel. Show him the church with the Caravaggios, then walk to Piazza Navona. Take him to Bernini’s Fountain of the Four Rivers and, if possible, propose to him next to the fountain representing the Ganges.

Surely nothing could go wrong.

We landed on time. Reached the hotel on time. We put on our walking shoes, and soon found ourselves in the Church of San Luigi dei Francesi, staring at three magnificent Caravaggios depicting events in the life of St Matthew.

This will soften him up.

But when we reached Piazza Navona, something wasn’t quite right. I’d been there four years previously, during an evening spent drinking with a jet-setting cousin. This was not the Piazza Navona I remembered.

There was a tense atmosphere, due to the presence of a large number of armed policemen. The city was clearly on ISIS alert; given my ethnicity, I was probably being watched very closely.

Determined not to reveal my intentions, I led Olly away from the square. It was a nervous departure for me, given that any unexpected movements on my part might have triggered a potentially-tragic incident.

I hadn’t prepared a Plan B. And so I improvised one.

We ambled along the banks of the Tiber for a few minutes, and eventually I spotted the perfect location ahead of us. On my last visit, I had found myself on a particular bridge; while admiring the view, I remember thinking that it would make a pretty awesome place to pop the question. I never imagined it would be me popping that question.

The view was breathtaking. To my right was the Castel Sant’Angelo, a mausoleum to the deeply gay Roman emperor Hadrian. To my left was the Vatican, a monument to the sporadically gay Roman Catholic Church.

Carpe diem, Paul.

‘Olly, will you marry me?’

Olly thought I was joking.

Ah yes. The ring.

Olly’s face changed instantly.

This was not a joke.

‘Yes. Of course I will.’

The second day of the most explosive year of my life had gone off with a bang.

Fasten your seatbelts.

It’s gonna be a bumpy year.

* * *

He said yes!

My long odyssey had reached a natural conclusion.

Unable to contain my happiness, I tweeted my good news that very evening.

I was about to learn yet another lesson in the dangers of overindulging in social media narcissism.

In what was clearly a quiet news week, my engagement was featured in all the daily tabloids. The Mail went one step further and posted a photo of my parents, gently implying they might disapprove. By this stage, this had become standard tabloid behaviour. I was irritated, but unsurprised.

UNILAD also published my news. I believe it was Mark Twain who described UNILAD as ‘LADbible with a college education’. And so it proved.

Thousands of strangers posted their considered opinion on my impending nuptials.

These ranged from the witty – ‘For him, the chase is over’ – to the altogether more baffling: ‘I thought his name was “Paul Cinnamon”, because he’s brown so he must eat a lot of cinnamon.’

Most of the comments were simply Lads tagging their Lad mates – jokingly congratulating them on being my fiancé.

Though it was clear that childish homophobia was alive and well, I found it hard to be offended.

How could I be? I was engaged.

Set a date for December.

Get fit, get healthy for your wedding.
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Friday, 18 January 2019, and my first ever operation under general anaesthetic.

I’d finally been assessed by a consultant orthopaedic surgeon.

During the consultation, he’d displayed a preening self-regard only too familiar from my previous, now distant, career. Rather unwisely, he gave me his personal guarantee that his scalpel would sort out my shoulder for good.

Surgical operations had prolonged the lives of both of my parents, and given life to my nephew and niece. Now, another operation was finally going to get my shoulder moving again.

Four days later, my shoulder was still in agony, my arm was in a sling, and I was on some pretty heavy-duty painkillers.

None of this was going to stop me turning up to the National Television Awards.

I remember barely anything about The Chase winning the Quiz Show category.

My only recollection of that evening was bumping into one of my fellow Taskmaster contestants, Iain Stirling – the mellifluous voice of Love Island.

‘How are you getting on with the tasks so far?’

‘It’s been pretty straightforward, to be honest.’

This was not the answer I was hoping for, and in no way reflected my own experience. My only consolation was that I wouldn’t have to look into his talented, successful eyes again until the studio recordings in two months.

Eight days later, my shoulder was still in agony, and was barely moving.

The powerful painkillers were slowing down my thoughts and deeds. But worse than that, I was being dragged across concrete, in the company of Lou Sanders and … Iain Stirling.

For reasons best-known to the Taskmaster producers, we had to put a banana in a bin.

I was absolutely certain that my orthopaedic consultant would be taking a very dim view of this recovery regimen.

My powers of lateral thinking are unspectacular at the best of times; in these worst of times, I knew that I was cutting a forlorn, pathetic figure. By contrast, Lou and Iain were versatile, skilful and fiercely competitive.

During the day, there were isolated moments when the adrenalin kicked in, and I was enjoying myself. But for the most part, I could feel my body giving up on me.

* * *

Every Friday, I visited a physiotherapist.

Every Friday, he examined my right shoulder.

Every Friday, he looked perplexed at the general lack of improvement.

Every Friday, he asked me to return in seven days.

I was becoming exhausted and frustrated.

* * *

Soon it was March, and the Taskmaster studio recordings. There would be a week of these, filmed in front of a genuinely enthusiastic audience.

I knew that I’d struggled, and that Iain Stirling had not. Other than that, I had no insight into what was about to happen.

All told, it was a tough week.

Now I can self-lacerate with the best of them, and I am deeply suspicious of any comedian who can’t. I’d always known the difference between being intelligent and having a way with facts; I’d always known the limitations of my brain; and I’d always known I lacked lateral thinking and visual creativity.

But this was the first time I’d been the school dunce, and I’d rarely felt so isolated.

I could sense the producers, fellow contestants, Alex, Greg and the loyal studio audience all willing me to do better – but there were times when my abject inability to conjure up a credible effort felt akin to shitting on a family heirloom.

The memorable failures – hiding in a phone box; crashing a mobility scooter; and the aforementioned baby-monitor task – still bring me joy.

In these moments, I was delighted that my muddled thinking had added to the gaiety of the nation. But there were tasks when I brought nothing to the table. And that hurt. And there were times in the studio when the conversation seemed to zip past me, with minimal contribution from myself.

Knowing what I know now, I can only feel pride that I kept going.

Most notably, the live studio task where I balanced several plates on my head represented a triumph over adversity.

I felt honoured to be part of the show’s rich history – even if it was with a melancholy asterisk against my name.

* * *

On Wednesday, 10 April 2019, I walked out of the Malmaison in Manchester, and handed a suitcase of smart shirts to the waiting driver.

‘Why are you limping?’

I was irritated by the question. I wanted to ask him to mind his own business. The truth was, I’d started to wonder. I’d convinced myself that it was an orthopaedic imbalance, caused by the long-term shoulder trouble.

Anyway, no intrusive questions were going to spoil my enjoyment of a definitive bucket-list experience.

Dictionary Corner on Countdown.

Thirty-seven years after first watching the show, I was now on it; the first and only Apterous player to graduate to Dictionary Corner.

For five episodes, you could not wipe the smile off my face.

And what’s more, Rachel Riley generously gave me a couple of opportunities to show off my mental arithmetic skills.

My folks were sat in the front row of the audience beaming with pride, delighted that 20 years of nagging me to get on Dictionary Corner had finally yielded results.

What a splendid way to make a living, was what I should have been thinking.

Instead, another question was occupying my thoughts.

Why have I started to limp?

* * *

Sixteen days later, my physiotherapist had started to look worried.

In the three months since the operation, my shoulder had not improved.

‘This is probably nothing,’ he said. ‘But I’m noticing some residual tightness, and resistance that shouldn’t really be there. I’d strongly advise you to make an appointment with a neurologist. To be seen as a matter of urgency.’

But I couldn’t see a neurologist for five weeks.

Tomorrow, I was flying to New Zealand.
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In September 2018, Olly and I had spent a week bingeing on art in New York.

I was standing in the Museum of Modern Art, staring at a Rothko and pretending to be impressed, when a middle-aged woman approached.

It soon became clear she was either from the Antipodes, or was asking me a question.

As it turned out: both.

‘Are you Paul Sinha, off The Chase?’

‘Er … yes? I am?’

‘I think you ought to know – in New Zealand, you’re massive.’

‘I’m sorry?’

I’d heard rumours that The Chase was a hit in New Zealand. But I was unaware that all the Chasers were significantly more famous in New Zealand than anywhere else.

I’d no idea of the exact mechanism by which this had come about; other than by New Zealand’s main television channel, TVNZ, electing to broadcast The Chase twice – or even thrice – per day.

I’d never performed at an overseas comedy festival before, for one very good reason. I’d never been asked. All that changed in 2019.

At the end of a process that began with me being recognised by a stranger in MoMA, I was invited to perform solo shows in Auckland and Wellington, as part of the NZ International Comedy Festival.

Bringing Olly along made me feel like a spectacularly good fiancé. It also ensured that, no matter what the gigs were like, this would be the holiday of a lifetime.

I may have had a crucial hospital appointment pending, but a month-long comedy festival seemed like the ideal way to silence the numerous nagging voices in my head.

It was quite a discombobulating experience, to be treated as a bona fide A-lister. I was warmly greeted wherever I went; and offers of food, booze, and even helicopter trips flowed freely.

At the opening gala, I was on the bill with James Acaster, and despite James being one of the most respected comedians in the world, it was me who was described as a ‘rock star’, by one of the reviewers.

For a month, I had to watch what I tweeted, as my celebrity opinions were occasionally quoted in the national press.

My friend and fellow comic, Alistair Barrie, posted a regular food blog while out in New Zealand. It was his blog; his opinions; his hard work. And yet, one newspaper reported it as: ‘The Chase star Paul “the Sinnerman” Sinha raves about New Zealand food scene’.

The gigs themselves were a dream.

After years of going to Edinburgh, where every ticket sale was hard-earned, it was a new experience to be a hot ticket.

My Auckland run sold out so quickly, I was able to put on an extra show … in a 700-seater. Amazingly, that sold out too. This was by far the largest audience to whom I’d ever performed a full-length solo show. What with Countdown, I’d enjoyed two bucket-list experiences in quick succession.

This success was all very well, but the nagging voices were growing ever louder.

People kept asking me why I was limping. It was taking me longer to get dressed for each gig. As we walked back to the hotel after the Auckland gala, I fell face-first onto the street. I dismissed it as a drunken incident to my friends. I suspected otherwise.

A New Zealand comic who ran a piano bar had invited me to play there, because he’d heard from a comedian that I was quite good.

That comedian had seen me play in 2004.

I had been quite good.

Then.

Fifteen years later, the fingers on my right hand had started to stiffen.

When I turned up to the piano bar and tried to play, my fingers obstinately refused to do what they were told. Physically, I was falling apart.

My final week of gigs were in Wellington.

In the taxi to the hotel, I impulsively decided to do something that I should have done many months ago.

I switched my phone on, and googled ‘parkinsons + frozen shoulder’.

When I saw the results, the penny finally dropped.

I turned to my fiancé.

‘I’ve got Parkinson’s disease.’

* * *

After my last gig in Wellington, a long queue of fans waited patiently for a selfie.

I felt shattered. Broken. And, for the first time in my career, not really ready for the general public.

Nevertheless, I managed to haul myself in front of them for a last round of photos, for one very good reason: I knew that, after tonight, no comedy gig would ever be the same. I’d had the greatest month of my career. Yet I flew back to London a terrified man.

The New Zealand trip proved eventful to the very end. In the departure lounge of Auckland Airport, I was approached by two armed policemen.

‘Excuse me. Can we have a word with you?’

‘Sure.’

‘What’s Bradley Walsh like?’

* * *

Soon, I was back home, exactly where I needed to be. In the comforting bosom of my loving family.

It was my forty-ninth birthday. I hadn’t seen my parents, my sister, my nephew or my niece for six weeks. Over that period, I hadn’t given them any indication of the nature of my worries. They had no idea that I’d booked an appointment with a consultant neurologist in two days’ time.

The only thing that was certain was that, tonight, there would be lamb biryani, king prawn curry and a massive chocolate cake from M&S.

After travelling halfway across the globe, my nerves were already frayed from fatigue. Furthermore, I didn’t know how to break my news – or, indeed, whether to.

My family had always seen lamb biryani and king prawn curry as a panacea for all ills; it had occurred to me to say nothing, to allow everyone else to enjoy my birthday.

When the cake came out, Leo started screaming at the top of his voice. He wanted to cut the cake, but Lily wouldn’t allow him anywhere near a sharp knife. As I started to cut the cake myself, Leo continued screaming.

In response, I couldn’t stop shaking.

My dad was unaware that his next question would cut to the heart of everything that had been ailing me for 18 months.

‘Paul. Why are you shaking?’

‘I’m not, Dad. I’m not shaking.’

‘You’re shaking, Paul. Why are you shaking?’

‘Please shut up.’

‘Paul. Why are you shaking?’

I simply broke down.

For 18 months, I just hadn’t been right. I had patiently waited for an explanation and, although I still had none, I knew what it was likely to be.

I moved from the dining room to speak to my dad in private, while my brother-in-law took surreptitious bites at the birthday cake.

‘Dad. I’m pretty sure I have Parkinson’s disease. I’ve read the research. And there’s a strong association with a frozen shoulder.’

For some reason, my dad took it upon himself to examine my shoulder.

‘Paul. This is clearly an orthopaedic problem. I don’t know what you think you’ve read. But trust me. I was a doctor for a lot longer than you. This is not neurological.’

This was parenting way beyond the call of duty.

I don’t think he believed a single word he was saying.

* * *

At the end of May I saw my consultant, who’d clearly decided that, due to my former profession, I didn’t need to be mollycoddled.

Any hopes of good news were short-lived. As I presented my story, my diction lost its fluency, and my right hand started shaking.

The consultant examined me for such a brief amount of time that he couldn’t really have been looking for anything else; he’d already drawn his own conclusion.

‘Take a seat, Mr Sinha. Your diagnosis could not be more clear-cut. I’m sorry to say that your suspicions are correct. You have Parkinson’s disease.’

And thus began the chronologically shorter second half of my life.

* * *

Forewarned turned out to be forearmed.

During the previous week, the diagnosis had been so obvious to me that, when it was confirmed, I felt mostly relief that it wasn’t anything worse.

But my word, the next two weeks were tough. My first job was to tell my parents that their optimism had been misplaced. Watching them crumble was a moment that will never leave me.

Over the following days, I tried to cover the length and breadth of my loved ones, with a succession of calls, texts, emails and WhatsApp and Facebook messages.

The whole process was almost unbearably painful.

The following Saturday was far from what I had planned.

I was meant to be at the World Quizzing Championships.

In 2018, I’d finished eleventh, my highest ever finish.

Although I had little chance on improving on that, I was looking forward to giving it a go. I’d grown to love the competition, and I was immensely proud of my improvements.

Instead, I spent the morning having an MRI scan of my brain. To confirm that I did have Parkinson’s, the specialists had to make sure that there was nothing else going on.

In the evening, Liverpool were playing Spurs in the Champions League final. A few weeks had elapsed since they had pulled off a stunning semi-final victory against Barcelona; weeks in which I had pondered a number of options for watching the game. None of my prospective plans involved being slumped in Lily’s living room, struggling to muster any enthusiasm, while my dad insisted on telling me that he knew a friend of a friend of a friend of a friend, who knew a doctor in Germany who might just have a magic cure.

Liverpool’s ‘Miracle of Istanbul’ in 2005 had left me with treasured, indelible memories.

My memories of the 2019 victory are of intense gloom.

I cancelled that summer’s Edinburgh Fringe show. I didn’t really have any other option, as I had no idea what the next few months would bring. I was limping; this was no time to take on the cobbled hills of Edinburgh.

My decision caused no lasting damage; a promising young newbie called Daniel Kitson opportunistically took my slot.

There was one commitment, however, that I couldn’t cancel.

Five days after diagnosis, I recorded an episode of Celebrity Catchphrase. When the booking was made, I’d assumed it would be a breeze. I’d always enjoyed the show, was good at it, and assumed that I’d do well. But this was horrible timing. I was in a state of depression and mental disrepair.

The reason I didn’t cancel was threefold.

It was too short notice.

It was an opportunity to make good money for me.

And thirdly, I was a patron of a small, Taunton-based charity called Stand Against Violence. Founded by Adam Fouracre in response to the senseless murder of his brother Lloyd, it was a grassroots organisation, dedicated to educating schoolkids about conflict resolution. I was grateful for the opportunity to raise much-needed funds.

Anyone expecting me to easily defeat my opponents Anton Du Beke and the celebrated polymath Gemma Collins were to have their expectations dashed.

I tried desperately to revitalise my dopamine-depleted brain, but it simply wasn’t to be. The undoubted low point was staring at a video clip of somebody literally crawling out of some woodwork, and failing to identify the phrase ‘crawling out of the woodwork’.

The humiliation of finishing last was at least mitigated by Anton Du Beke’s skills in the jackpot round, which doubled my winnings.

This justified the whole exercise.

* * *

Two weeks later, Oliver was by my side for my second consultation.

The MRI scans were negative.

Although it was a good thing that I had no serious brain lesions, this did mean that I definitely had Parkinson’s disease.

I was prescribed something called ropinirole.

‘I have to warn you, Mr Sinha. This medication can cause the unwanted side effects of dysfunctional sexual behaviour and compulsive gambling.’

‘No change there.’

‘Fuck off, Oliver.’

Now that the diagnosis was official, it was time to open yet another closet door.

I had no intention of being a silent sufferer. I wanted to use what celebrity I had to raise awareness of the condition. More selfishly, I wanted to be close to the conversation about future research and possible new treatments. Even more selfishly, I wanted the comedy industry to be aware that I was now ticking yet another box.

The following day, I posted this:


On the evening of Thursday, 30 May, an experienced consultant neurologist calmly informed me that I had Parkinson’s disease. It was a devastating dénouement to a medical odyssey that began in September 2017, with a sudden-onset, frozen right shoulder, and took in an unexpected diagnosis of Type 2 diabetes, a lifestyle transformation that enabled me to lose two stone, and a shoulder operation in January this year.

Nonetheless, my reaction was not one of shock. I spent May this year in New Zealand – simultaneously having the comedy month of my life and worrying why a right-sided limp was now getting worse. Behind the façade of the cheerful, late-night comedy festival drunk was a man deeply scared about facing the truth when back in the UK.

It has been a really, really tough two weeks. Cancelling my run at the Edinburgh Fringe; missing the World Quizzing Championships to have brain scans; performing club sets while emotionally bewildered; and, of course, working my way through my loved ones, delivering the bad news. With the diagnosis now confirmed, and a treatment plan in place, I now feel far more prepared for the new challenges ahead. I have an amazing family, no strangers to serious medical illness; I’m blessed to have a fiancé who is there for me; and I have a multitude of friends and colleagues whom I consider to be exceptional human beings. I don’t consider myself unlucky, and whatever the next stage of my life holds for me, many others have it far worse.

In the time since my Parkinson’s started, I have been ludicrously busy, and fully intend to keep Chasing, keep writing and performing comedy, keep quizzing, and keep being hopeless at Tasks. Dancing on Ice is, I suspect, out of the question.

A lot of people have asked, ‘What can I do to help?’ The answer is to treat me exactly the same as before.

Much love, Paul



I know it’s a cliché.

But as soon as I posted my blog, I just felt different.

I shut my laptop, walked into the studio, and played out of my skin.

I still lost, but I played out of my skin.

When I switched my laptop on after the show, I was comforted by the number of well-wishers, and the impact that my news had created.

The tabloids, inevitably, carried tributes from my celebrity friends, despite none of the names listed being actual friends.

The following day, I had a big quiz event to attend in London. It was disconcerting to walk into a Tube station, and see a newsstand that had my face staring out of the front page of the Daily Star.

I was furious. They’d used a pre-weight-loss photo.

I was even more upset about what the Guardian and The Times had written on the subject.

Absolutely nothing.

(I’m still not sure whether either paper has heard of ITV.)

At the event, it was a pleasure to spend the day with so many treasured friends – even if the tabloids hadn’t heard of them.

In contrast to my appearance on Celebrity Catchphrase, my brain shone brightly. I finished third in the individuals – one place ahead of Kevin Ashman, and one place behind Pat Gibson.

I overheard a famously lugubrious north-eastern quizzer grumble, ‘It doesn’t seem to have affected his quizzing much.’

Part of me wanted to turn around and say, ‘Too fucking right it hasn’t.’

But his comment did get me thinking.

Realistically, Parkinson’s will eventually stop me quizzing at the highest level.

I was running out of dopamine; I was running out of time.

I had to win the British Quizzing Championships in September. If I wanted to beat Kevin and Pat on the same day, this would probably be my last chance.




CHAPTER 35

Saturday, 7 September 2019, and I hadn’t slept through my alarm.

I wasn’t too hungover after last night’s dinner party.

I’d had a lovely breakfast.

And, I had enough pens.

We arrived at Duston Social Club in good spirits.

The memories of my first quiz grand prix came flooding back, all of them warm and happy ones.

In 2009, I turned up to try and beat C.J. de Mooi.

In 2019, I’d turned up because my diagnosis of Parkinson’s disease had led me to believe that this was my last realistic chance of winning the British Quizzing Championships.

* * *

As recently as 2014, I was a relative also-ran in this format, finishing thirty-fifth.

My last three placings had been tenth, fifth and – in 2018 – second, behind the imperious Pat Gibson.

In any field containing both Kevin and Pat, I’m not about to start favourite. But I knew I had a puncher’s chance.

To my delight, on my table of four was the most famous person in the room.

The actor Shaun Williamson.

To most people, he’s best-known as Barry from East-Enders, or the funny one from Extras. To the assorted quizzers in the room, he was the actor Shaun Williamson, who had been researching the world of quiz for his autobiography.

Once more, the event was a written exam.

Six themed rounds of 40 questions each.

To keep players on their toes, the questions might be very guessable.


First class, 62 per cent; second class, 42 per cent; third class, 24 per cent; crew, 24 per cent. These were the approximate survival rates of which 1912 maritime disaster?



Alternatively, they might be devilishly obscure.


Emily Atack – of The Inbetweeners and I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here! fame – is the daughter of Kate Robbins and Keith Atack. Keith was a member of which pop group – whose only UK Top 10 hit came with the 1978 single ‘It’s Only Make Believe’?



To have any chance of winning, you just have to hope that the difficult questions fall in your wheelhouse.

On this particular day, they just kept falling in mine.

After three rounds, they announced the halftime scores.

I finished a very creditable fourth in Art and Culture.

A very creditable fifth in Civilisation.

And, in the Entertainment round … I scored 35 out of 40.

This left the opposition in my wake – including Oliver, a far better Entertainment quizzer than myself.

How did I win this round?

Perhaps it was Question 40; in theory, the hardest in the round.


This actor plays Robert Dudley – the Earl of Leicester – in the 2018 film Mary, Queen of Scots. Who is he? This actor is the partner of US popstar Taylor Swift.



As for the half-time leader board …

Pat Gibson was on 88.

Kevin Ashman was on 93.

And in the lead, by one point, was …

Me.

Hold your nerve, Paul.

Hold your nerve.

The Lifestyle round, traditionally my weakest, still saw me finish in the Top 10.

Halfway through the penultimate round, Physical World, I started crying.

Frankly, this was embarrassing – but nobody saw.

It reflected the fact that, after ten years of bloody hard work, I was having the quiz of my life. Wherever I finished today, this felt like my best-ever performance. The day when all the pieces came together.

I came fourth in Physical World.

Ludicrous.

And fifth in Sport.

Not bad for a man who knows nothing about cycling, North American sports, winter sports or either code of rugby.

By the time we’d marked the papers and compared scores, it became apparent that I’d got four more questions right than Pat.

And five more than Kevin.

However.

Players only score for their five highest-scoring rounds.

They drop their lowest score.

Pat lost his 23 in Sport.

Kevin lost his disastrous 21 in Lifestyle.

And I had lost my lowest score, also in Lifestyle, of … 27.

What fresh hell is this?

The Top 3 was now Pat Gibson, on 153.

Me, on 155.

And Kevin. On 156.

* * *

The dream scenario had been ripped away from me, in the cruellest fashion.

I’d answered more questions correctly than anyone else in the room but, thanks to the quirks of the format, it was not quite enough.

I sat there.

Slumped in my seat.

Despondent.

Staring at my paper.

Morosely fantasising about where I could’ve picked up the extra point, that would’ve allowed me to finish equal with Kevin.

My eyes wandered to Question 18 on the Civilisation paper.


What is the English name of Gaillimh, the Irish city on the Corrib river? Nicknamed ‘the city of tribes’, it is to be a European capital of culture in 2020.



How did I get this wrong?

I’d done the work.

I’d learned the fact.

I knew it was Galway.

Yet, somehow, instead of the correct answer, I’d written …

‘Galway?’

Why had I been marked wrong?

The correct answer was Galway.

They definitely said ‘Galway’.

Barry Humphrey – the ebullient host of last night’s dinner party – had been given the job of marking my paper, and had clearly woken up far more hungover than myself.

I showed him my answer.

‘Barry?’

‘Oh – sorry,’ he replied, oblivious to just how important this was.

I knew exactly whom to speak to next.

‘Kevin?’

* * *

Eleven years earlier, I’d met the world’s greatest quizzer, in the busy basement of a pub in St James’ Park.

The same man was now looking at my answer sheet, and fully understood the significance of what I was showing him.

His next words were spoken with characteristic class and magnanimity.

‘Ah yes. Fair enough. Congratulations, Paul.’

I went to the organisers, Chris and Jane, and showed them what I’d just shown Kevin.

‘Ooh. That’s interesting.’

My extra point meant that I was now tied with Kevin Ashman, on 156.

In the event of a tie, whoever has the highest score in their weakest round is deemed the winner.

Kevin had scored 21 in Lifestyle.

I had scored 27.

In Lifestyle.

The fairy-tale finish had actually taken place.

Three months after being diagnosed with a progressive neurological condition, from which I’ll never recover …

I became the 2019 British Quizzing Champion.

* * *

The rest of the day was something of a haze, but I’ll never forget ringing my parents with this slightly surreal news. We all wept profusely.

Apart from my dad, who kept piping up, ‘So what was the prize money?’

‘This isn’t about money. This is about pride, honour, the respect of the peers that you’ve grown to know and love, and the sheer joy of having just one day where literally everything fell your way. Trust me, Dad: what I’m feeling now has no monetary value. This is simply the greatest day of my life’.

‘So, no money at all.’

‘No, Dad.’

* * *

What I didn’t know then, was that this wouldn’t even be the greatest day of my year.




CHAPTER 36

I’ve always loved a good wedding; it would be a peculiarly misanthropic person who didn’t. My years of being single never made me bitter. I have always had unconditional joy for the unconditional joy of my friends.

In my cultural upbringing, getting married is an essential part of the circle of life. It took me a long time to realise that I could be any more than a spectator.

I’ve been fortunate enough to be a best man on three separate occasions.

On the first of these, for my uncle Amal in Vermont in 1996, my duties were largely ceremonial. The other two occasions, for Manas Sinha and Dave Dewar, I threw myself into the traditional dual role of reception raconteur and stag-weekend supremo, organising drunken trips to Brighton and Munich, respectively.

I’ve been on countless other stag weekends, too. To all those gay men who prefer to go on a hen night: you’re missing out. I’ve been paintballing in Berlin, watched a live sex show in Prague, and received a lapdance in Newquay. All of these were richly cultural activities that should never be denied to anyone.

The happiness of my friends is my happiness, and I thank them all for the invitations.

Some weddings in particular stand out. In January 1995, one month before my first house officer job, we were on one of our regular family holidays to Kolkata.

Towards the end of the trip, my dad informed us that we would be attending the wedding of a distant relative. This did not sound like fun.

‘C’mon, Dad. Lily and I want to do something exciting. Not drive for hours to sit through the wedding of someone we don’t even know.’

‘Don’t be silly. It’s the daughter of my cousin. He told me that he’s desperate to meet you.’

As history has documented, when my dad gets an idea in India, we’re all stuck with it.

Every clichéd documentary about India will, at some stage, describe the country as ‘a feast for the senses’.

But trust me: any longer than 30 minutes in the back of a Hindustan Ambassador, and the novelty starts to wears off.

And yes, I am giggling at the thought of spending 30 minutes in the back of a Hindustan ambassador.

Never mind 30 minutes; it took us two-and-a-half hours to get to a wedding in which I had no emotional investment.

As one might expect, the wedding was a colourful affair; its sights and sounds every bit as ‘intoxicating’ as the documentaries would have you believe. But a closer look at proceedings revealed an unusual detail.

Everybody was crying.

The bride.

The groom.

The attendees.

The priest.

Exactly how mismatched must this couple have been, to elicit such universal sadness?

My dad, ever astute, wandered around, asking why everyone was crying.

I saw him become ashen-faced at someone’s explanation.

The father of the bride was dead. The distant relative whose express wish to meet us had inspired this long journey in the first place, had suffered a massive heart attack just minutes before the start of his daughter’s wedding ceremony.

He wouldn’t be meeting us. But we could meet him, should we so choose.

At the only wedding I’ve ever attended in India, I never met the bride, and I never met the groom.

But, by politely queueing up to pay respects to the recently deceased, I did get to meet the father of the bride.

It was a very quiet two-and-a-half-hour taxi ride home.

* * *

In the period between leaving my medical job in King’s Lynn, and returning briefly to walk offstage after a racist heckle, I made one further visit to the town on Saturday, 22 June 2002. It was for the glorious midsummer wedding of a very good med school friend of mine, Aileen.

She’d been one of my many drunken fumbles, back in the day, so I couldn’t be more delighted at the improvement in her romantic circumstances. The groom, Adam, was a massive step up from anything I could’ve conceivably offered.

My abiding memory of the wedding itself was being sat on a table with the other gay man at the wedding.

This used to be a regular tactic, used by mischievous wedding planners thinking they could play Cupid with the gays.

It never works.

We never have anything in common; inevitably, I have to break the ice by praising him on conducting such a beautiful service.

This wedding reception had a brilliantly curated playlist. I remember thinking at the time that not enough couples make the most of this opportunity to handpick every track; and that too many wedding DJs fail to realise that their own tastes are irrelevant.

Not this DJ, though – who continued to play Aileen and Adam’s favourite songs all night.

At breakfast the next morning, I congratulated him on a job well done.

When he mentioned that he lived in east London, I offered him a lift. I was between cars at the time, but was borrowing my mum’s Honda.

It was early evening when I dropped him off, and I thought nothing more of it.

I was just pleased to be of service, and delighted to receive a lot of excellent music recommendations. I assured him that I would ‘look out for the Libertines’.

Two days later, my phone rang.

‘Paul?’

‘Hi, Dad. What’s up?’

‘What’s up? Why don’t you tell me? Since when did I raise my son to be a cocaine addict?’

This was an unexpected line of questioning. It turned out his anger had been very reasonable.

He wanted to know why he’d found a bag of cocaine under the passenger seat.

If this had been my car, there would’ve been any number of suspects. I’d been giving lifts to Canadian comedians for three years.

But the wedding was the first time I’d used my mum’s car. There was only one possible explanation.

It took me an hour to calm my dad down, and reassure him his son was not addicted to cocaine.

‘Where is this cocaine, Dad?’

‘I flushed it all down the toilet.’

For years, we both lived in fear of Christopher Walken paying my dad a visit, delivering homicidal wisecracks to the strains of Delibes’ Flower Duet.

Thankfully, this nightmare scenario never came to pass.

* * *

The last wedding Olly and I attended before our own was in Exeter on 27 July 2019. The marriage of my mate, Ben, to his fiancée Alex.

In the early 2000s, I’d spent a lot of time gigging in the north-west, and sleeping on the floor of a friend, the aspiring comedian Dave Ingram.

Ben was his housemate. We befriended each other then and, thanks to social media, had always kept in touch.

It might seem strange to travel this far for the wedding of someone I didn’t know all that well, but I knew it’d be a good day out. The morning ceremony was lovely, and I spent the evening making notes on the playlist, paying attention to what worked and what didn’t.

I learned a valuable lesson that night.

If you want to fill the dancefloor, just play ‘Mr Brightside’.

It’s the only magic trick I know.

The afternoon reception was a boozy affair, elevated to iconic status by the father of the bride. From the moment I’d encountered him the night before, it was clear that he was the most confident human being I’d ever met. An ex-marine, when he first shook my hand, he certainly made no concession to my recent diagnosis. Every one of my fingers was begging for mercy.

I observed him like a silverback gorilla in the wild; his every move, his every joke, his every conversational set-piece drawing instant attention from his friends.

Was this all a façade? Did he have a hitherto unseen tender side, that might unravel after a few drinks, or under the pressure of a wedding speech?

We were about to find out.

As he took to the mic, the entire room watched with rapt attention.

Unusually, his speech started with a caveat.

‘If any of you have problems with swearing or offensive jokes, you can fuck off!’

With the pleasantries out of the way, he felt free to deliver a series of off-colour jokes, mostly at the expense of the groom. Ben – no shrinking violet – cheerfully absorbed all the jibes thrown his way.

The sheer volume of sex jokes involving his own daughter seemed risky to say the least, but taste can be tricky to judge when you’re aiming for the big laughs.

It had already been anthropologically fascinating, and then he introduced his pièce de résistance.

A song.

Anticipating some awkwardness, he then turned his back on the audience – the better to avoid locking eyes with his daughter. The DJ struck up the backing track: a 2006 hit by the pop-country band Heartland, called ‘I Loved Her First’.

The guests watched with incredulity as the father of the bride crooned a hymn to paternal jealousy, as a stock photo slideshow of fathers and daughters filled the wall behind him.

Apparently, this song – and these sentiments – are standard fare at American weddings. But in front of 200 cynical drunks in Exeter, this was a commendably high-risk strategy.

He eventually sat down, to a decidedly mixed response, and Ben took the mic.

‘Well … thanks for that. Apparently, he’s been having singing lessons.’

I had a new hero.

An ex-marine who’d worked hard all his life to earn the admiration and respect of his peers, had risked it all to tell his daughter he loved her.

The gamble hadn’t paid off – but what a gamble.

At this point, I knew our own wedding was going to be great.




CHAPTER 37

2019 had been a year like no other.

Engaged to be married.

Selling out a run of shows in New Zealand.

Becoming a poster boy for early-onset Parkinson’s disease.

Humiliated on Taskmaster week after week after week.

Winning the British Quizzing Championships.

But on Saturday, 14 December 2019, the day of my wedding, I was surprisingly calm.

There was no reason to be calm. My initial medication was playing havoc with my mental health – specifically the ropinirole.

The sudden influx of dopamine was making me highly creative, and it only took me a matter of weeks to write a new full-length show.

Unfortunately, this same influx of dopamine was making me eccentric, temperamental, and prone to inexplicable tantrums and equally inexplicable tears.

I was not only exhibiting well-documented side effects from the medication; I was ticking off some of its less common – and certainly more bizarre – symptoms, as well.

In recent weeks, I had broken down in a Harvester, for no reason whatsoever.

In another incident, I had tried to pick a fight with a train passenger, about the volume of his phone conversation.

Both consciously and unconsciously, I’d started talking in rhyming couplets. Rhyming couplets and clumsy falls – my life was like Lin-Manuel Miranda meets Miranda.

To make matters worse: four days before the wedding, Olly lost his job.

* * *

It was a part-time job, as a technical operator at talkSPORT. Not quite a producer – those people have contacts, editorial control and ultimate responsibility for a station’s output – Olly was physically driving the faders and cueing audio. In some ways, a more high-pressure job, with more opportunity for disaster.

He loved working there; especially because the quiet graveyard shift gave him time to work on personal projects.

Gradually, however, the knowledge he was working for Rupert Murdoch had started to weigh uneasily.

One dark Tuesday morning, as the 2019 general election approached its climax, Olly was in no mood to cue another advert for the Sun.

The producer popped downstairs for a smoke.

Alone with the London skyline, Olly launched a solitary act of defiance.

He played out the Sun advert, as was baked into the programme schedule. He simultaneously played an assortment of fart noises.

Barely 12 hours later, the station’s senior management discovered what had taken place, and forced Oliver to explain himself. This is what he wrote:


The advert in question appears to be telling children to pester their parents to buy the Sun, in order to provide books for schools (something that should really be covered by the local education authority – but that’s another discussion). Having heard it play out in full during Extra Time, I felt I needed to undermine the advert’s intent, and did so in the most juvenile way possible. (Checking talkSPORT’s incoming texts and tweets afterwards, though, nobody seemed to notice. Probably just as well.)

I’ve no love for the Sun. In the last few months, its rampant amorality has caused pain to the family of Ben Stokes (when it ran a front-page story about a 30-year-old tragedy), and joy to millions (when Coleen Rooney deduced which of her friends was feeding it stories). Last Saturday – in the final weekend of a remarkably hostile general election campaign – the Sun’s political editor, Tom Newton Dunn, published a story headlined ‘HIJACKED LABOUR’, about a sinister web of influence on the left of British politics. Two of the main sources for the story were the websites Millennium Report and Aryan Unity (whose attitude to people like myself probably won’t surprise you). The story was removed, and quickly forgotten; neither Dunn nor the Sun has felt the need to explain how a neo-Nazi conspiracy theory came to be published, by an experienced political editor and frequent BBC pundit, on the website of Britain’s bestselling newspaper.

When I came into work last night, I was hoping this weekend had marked some sort of tipping point; that normalising white supremacist conspiracy theories might be the point at which talkSPORT said, ‘Keep your money; we can trim 20 seconds off the odd break.’ I presume it’s the Sun’s shared ownership with the Wireless Group that grants it so much airtime (and, presumably, a discounted rate for advertising); for that reason, I felt no more guilt in defacing the Books for Schools advert than I would if I’d dropped a trail for another show on talkSPORT.

By the way: I must stress, I was in the studio on my own. No producer was present; any consequences are mine and mine alone.

Warmest regards,

Oliver



I can’t say it was ideal that Olly was sacked in the week running up to the wedding.

But frankly, I’ve never loved another human being more.

* * *

So why was I calm?

It was mainly because I knew I had to be.

Although I had worked hard to make sure that today’s festivities would be created in the image of me and Olly, I also knew that I was the guy in charge – and, as such, the likeliest source of disaster. I simply had to stay calm.

My biggest fear was that the wedding would collapse under its own overambition.

The basic timetable was this:

A quiet registry wedding at Mayfair Library: 35 guests.

Lunch: 70 guests.

Dancing and drinking: 300 guests.

It was that last number that scared the life out of me.

We’d both decided on three best men each, mainly because I didn’t want to make an awkward choice.

Inevitably, Manas Sinha and Dave Dewar were two of my best men. Having done the honours for them, I was only too keen that they return the favour. My third was Duncan Johnson – who had left his medical school struggles long behind, for the comfortable life of a Northumberland GP.

Oliver’s trio were not from the medical community.

Jane Selby – a former brothel madam, and now professional cat-sitter – and Marianne Fairthorne – a gay former boxer, maths genius and Mastermind series champion – were longstanding quiz friends.

His third choice was the comedian Mark Silcox – now a regular face on television, but picked for the role because Oliver thought it’d be funny to have a best man that he didn’t know especially well.

* * *

By the time we reached Mayfair Library, my calm had largely vanished.

Will people find the place?

Will my dad remember to put his phone on silent?

Will Leo kick the registrar?

Will any of my friends turn up drunk?

Do I look fat in this suit?

Will people be late?

Will Oliver actually say ‘I do’, or has he planned a hilarious prank?

Amazingly, not one invited guest even threatened to be late, and the ceremony started on time.

It dawned on me.

Everything’s gonna be all right.

We walked down the aisle to the strains of ‘Sandstorm’, the biggest hit by Finnish DJ Darude.

Our parents were either very skilled actors, or sincerely happy and proud.

There were two readings during the ceremony. Both chosen very last-minute indeed.

Manas stepped up to read the strangely appropriate lyrics of the Pet Shop Boys hit ‘Love Comes Quickly’.

The second reading was more ambitious.

Two days before the wedding, I texted David Lea – my gigantic, brilliant and longest-standing quiz friend.

‘I need you to do a reading. It’s a little bit different.’

If I hadn’t been on ropinirole, I would never have noticed that – if you remove the words ‘Turn around’ from Bonnie Tyler’s classic song ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’ – it becomes quite a touching love poem, from an unwell man to his lover.

Ropinirole had its uses.

* * *

Shortly before lunch, I had the greatest moment of my life. Seventy guests awaited us in the dining room of the Lamb Tavern, in Leadenhall Market.

Olly and I walked in.

I took to the mic; Olly to the keyboard.

Inspired by an overly protective ex-marine in Exeter, I wanted my wedding to be full of creative risks. I’d written a song paying lyrical tribute to every single guest in the room.

It was my good fortune to get married at a time of my life when writing rhyming couplets had never felt more straightforward.

I was desperate to leave a unique imprint for our wedding guests, and for five minutes – as every rhyming couplet landed, and as each guest was welcomed in turn – I had never felt more in control.

Temporarily, Parkinson’s seemed non-existent. A mere trifle; a distant irritant that was certainly not going to get in the way of either me or my ambitions.

After lunch, there was the small matter of wedding entertainment.

Jenny Ryan – beloved friend, fellow Chaser and recent X-Factor contestant – took to the stage to belt out ‘Starmaker’ by The Kids from Fame. This did actually make sense. Some years ago, I’d performed the song at her thirtieth birthday, and today she was returning the favour.

Our friends, Ned and Jane, recited the poem ‘The Tay Bridge Disaster’ – for no other reason other than it was the least-appropriate wedding poem we could think of.

In the day’s only best man’s speech, Mark Silcox performed a characteristically deadpan lecture on physics. Obviously, given the subject matter, I didn’t understand any of it. But the speech successfully entertained and baffled the guests in equal measure. Job done.

At the end, he admitted that he barely knew Oliver, and was bemused to be here at all. Fans of the more traditional wedding were becoming increasingly perplexed.

There were more surprises planned for the evening.

* * *

The Lamb Tavern proved to be a magnificent venue for a wedding. Unusually for a London pub, it has four storeys.

The basement was set aside as a place where those that didn’t care for loud music could retire and chat, in an altogether more civilised environment.

For this purpose, Oliver had spent the quieter moments of his graveyard shift creating an immersive sound installation, equally indebted to both the pioneering record producer Conny Plank and the palm court musicians on the Titanic.

The ground floor contained the main bar, most of the guests, and several video screens.

A smaller mezzanine floor provided an opportunity to have one’s picture taken by Andy Hollingworth – a celebrated comedy industry photographer, whose rare excursion into wedding photography provided stellar results.

The top room in the pub was transformed from wedding lunch venue to this evening’s dancefloor.

* * *

With so much space to play with, we opted for overambition.

Our DJ – a friend and fellow comedian, Che Burnley – had cheerfully agreed to execute a playlist on which I’d slaved for months. He fulfilled his side of the job brilliantly.

We had planned the evening to such exact detail that every track would have its own video annotation, containing a mixture of puns and in-jokes about all our friends.

Talking of all our friends, Olly had put together a video montage of all our friends, to the strains of ‘All My Friends’ by LCD Soundsystem. That was due to be the first track. Then Olly and I would perform our first dance. ‘Blank Space’ by Taylor Swift.

We also had a blockbuster finale lined up, involving a joint rendition of ‘The Impossible Dream’.

I had been lulled into a false sense of security by how well the morning and afternoon had gone.

Our unrealistic aspirations for the evening never came close to fruition.

Olly had promised that linking up the video screens would not be a problem. As it turned out, linking up the video screens was a huge problem. We were nowhere near ready; a fact that I was unaware of, due to Olly being constitutionally incapable of panicking.

At 6pm, the third wave of guests started to arrive. I reluctantly left Olly alone with the job of performing technical miracles, because it was my job to greet the newcomers.

When trying to piece together the timetable of the wedding, one thing I’d forgotten to factor in was possible psychological complications.

Over the course of an hour, I personally greeted over 200 stars from the narrative of my life.

Every single invitee came.

And I was ill-prepared for the emotional intensity of having my life literally flash past my eyes.

Bengali friends I’d known since childhood.

Doctors I’d known for decades.

Birmingham University students who knew how to throw a house party.

And quizzers as far as the eye could see.

Chasers.

Eggheads.

Mastermind champions.

Fifteen to One champions.

Teammates.

Rivals.

My good friend from the Ministry of Justice.

Accelerated former schoolfriends – including my first true love, Richard Payne.

My radio producer, Ed Morrish.

My agent, Sally Carter.

In fact, pretty much anyone who had played a supportive role in my life.

Incidentally, there weren’t many comedians.

It was, after all, a Saturday in December, and I didn’t want to deprive them of the opportunity to hide in a comedy club kitchen for 45 horrifying minutes.

I had helped build something – and they came.

As a result, I was woefully unprepared for the enormity of the occasion.

Countless shiny happy people shook my hand, and asked the same question.

‘Where’s Olly?’

I couldn’t tell them the true answer: ‘He’s got his arm down the back of a dusty television, trying to save our wedding.’

As people began to get tetchy about whether anything was actually going to happen, I started to fall apart.

Well-meaning friends were laughing at my increasing agitation.

Even-better-meaning friends were doing their darndest to help solve our technical issues.

Nothing was working.

Eventually, the LCD Soundsystem video started playing. Our big set-piece. But nobody could hear the song over the conversations. Nobody watched the video.

As instructed, Che then played our first dance.

But as Taylor Swift began to sing, Olly was nowhere to be seen. He was trapped in conversations with relatives.

‘Olly! Olly! When are you having your first dance?’

‘Now. This is our first dance. This is it now.’

I had no idea where Olly was. I just knew that this was our wedding day, and our first dance.

I was just gonna have to do it on my own. I stood on a sideboard, ineptly boogying to ‘Blank Space’. Staff looked on concerned. My friends cheered the spectacle, oblivious to the pain behind what they were currently witnessing.

If I could just find my husband, we could formulate an exit strategy.

But Olly was nowhere to be seen.

At this point, the idea of hiring a massive four-storey venue didn’t seem the wisest. The early tracks on the playlist were being ignored. My biggest fear was that my own fragile temperament, weakened as it was by six months of ropinirole and six hours of alcohol, might ruin everyone’s evening. If this happened, I could never, ever forgive myself.

The identity of my knight in shining armour was unexpected.

I was taken outside by Dr Gary Grant – a Scottish GP and the 2012 Mastermind champion.

‘Paul. Listen to me. This is your wedding. Things go wrong. When I got married, you wouldn’t believe how many things went wrong. Nobody cares. They’re just here to have a good time. This is your day. These are your people. Now, go out there and enjoy yourself.’

With impeccable timing, Olly walked out of the pub.

‘Oliver. Is there even the slightest chance that these videos are gonna work?’

‘Absolutely not. You know, I’ve grown weary of the fight.’

I gave Oliver a massive hug.

I considered the possibility that these videos were my Himalayas.

I whispered into his ear.

‘Thanks, Olly. I’m now going to get absolutely shit-faced.’

* * *

The video annotations never surfaced.

Ambient music never reached the basement.

Olly and I never danced together to ‘Blank Space’.

Few of the guests ever noticed our take on LCD Soundsystem.

As for our spectacular finale, there turned out to be a slight flaw with our cover of ‘The Impossible Dream’: neither of us had gotten around to learning either the words or the music.

It just didn’t matter.

It turned out that the success of the event didn’t depend on the flawless execution of the finer details.

‘Mr Brightside’ kept its half of the bargain.

As a result, people were chatting in the basement, drinking on the ground floor, and dancing on the top floor. Exactly as planned.

This will always remain the greatest day of my life.

* * *

And what of my parents, for whom this wedding would once have seemed like a taboo-busting nightmare?

My mum smiled in all the right places.

Hugged all the right in-laws.

She played her part to perfection.

As for my dad – well, he was the father of one of the grooms. This was a welcome opportunity for him to retake his rightful place – as close to the centre of attention as possible.

A joyous grin never left his face all day, as he doggedly matched the guests drink for drink.

Once upon a time, I genuinely feared that coming out to my dad would finish off his beleaguered heart. And yet, over the entire course of 14 December 2019, his face was flush with goddamn pride.

He had finally found peace with the idea that I was never going to become the celebrated doctor that he’d assumed was my destiny; that I may never have been capable of his own levels of physical and emotional courage; that I lacked his quiet self-discipline and common sense.

However, I was unquestionably still – in so many ways – my dad’s son.

I’d watched my life flashing before my eyes, and I’d survived with my dignity intact.

It has been a life of misfortune and serendipity; of bad planning and inspired decision-making; of the slow realisation that, in order to achieve happiness, I was going to have to rebel against the values and aspirations of devoted parents who had given me everything.

Yes, this life has always been a gamble.

But what a gamble.




CODA

Inayat Khan Rehmat Khan was born in present-day Gujarat, and became a poet, a philosopher, a professor of musicology and a pioneer of Sufi Islam.

He travelled around the world, teaching music and spreading Sufism.

In 1911, while in New York, he fell in love with one of his students – Ora Ray Baker.

Their relationship frowned upon, he left for London; only for her to follow him.

The two of them moved to Moscow, where, in 1914, their daughter Noor Inayat Khan was born.

Shortly before the outbreak of the First World War, the family returned to London, before moving to Paris in peacetime.

Noor went on to study Child Psychology at the Sorbonne; as well as Music at the Paris Conservatoire, under the tutelage of the composer Nadia Boulanger.

She became a writer of poetry and children’s stories – a career cut short by the outbreak of the Second World War, after which her family fled back to England, landing in Cornwall in 1940.

Despite her deep pacifism, her hatred of Nazi ideology saw her join the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force – where her language skills led her to be specially trained as a wireless operator in occupied territory.

This was the unusual career path by which a woman with no British cultural heritage ended up being a British spy in Nazi-occupied France.

Perhaps inevitably, this story ends tragically. She was eventually betrayed by one of her superiors. Arrested by the Nazis. Beaten and tortured. Taken to Dachau, where she was shot through the back of the neck.

She was 30 years old.

In 1949, she was posthumously awarded the George Cross.

In 2020, she became the first woman of south Asian descent to be honoured by a blue plaque in London; she is even more celebrated in France, where she was awarded the Croix de Guerre, and is remembered by her codename ‘Madeleine’.

* * *

In March 2008, I sat in the Mastermind studio, watching a rival contestant score 17 out of 17 on the life of Noor Inayat Khan. I’d never heard of her – much to my shame, because she exemplifies so much that I now find fascinating.

It’s not just that I relate to the fact that her life – although brutally cut short – was complex, meandering, unplanned, unpredictable and the direct result of human migration.

It’s also that if I hadn’t sat down in the black chair on that day, I may still not have heard of this amazing individual.

It seems I’m destined to be remembered as a man who excelled at quiz as a parlour game.

There’s nothing wrong with that; like many of my friends who failed to excel at sport, I’m massively grateful for the opportunity to be competitive at something.

But general knowledge can be so much more than learning the sizes of champagne bottles, the names of Oscar winners, the collective noun for porcupines.

It helps you discover art, culture, music, cuisine, lives, of which you might have been previously unaware.

It helps you better understand the journeys of your friends, your colleagues and indeed strangers.

It can turn every day into a voyage of discovery.

After all, it’s never too late to change the story of your life.
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