■ REAL LIVES
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training and my workload got bigger and
bigger. No matter how late I stayed at my
desk, I couldn’t keep up. My jokes didn’t
seem to be appreciated, either. After one
wisecrack, my supervisor berated me. I may
have been in my mid-40s – someone my
friends would describe as feisty – but I felt
like a stupid schoolgirl.
I didn’t complain about what was going
on – instead, I got more stressed. I started
waking up at four or five every morning,
my heart pounding and my stomach
churning. As I drove to work I would feel
sick, and all day long I was on edge. As
soon as I got home at night I’d burst into
tears, exhausted with the effort of holding
it together for eight hours. Alastair tried
his best to cheer me up by cooking dinner
and pouring me a glass of wine, but I
couldn’t relax. He hated seeing me
becoming more and more withdrawn.
One day when I was feeling particularly
miserable, I signed up for a comedy-writing
course. It was something I’d thought of
doing for years, and I hoped it would lift
my spirits. Waiting for the first class to
start, my throat was dry and my palms
were sweaty. All the other students seemed
so confident. But when I performed some
funny poetry I’d written, the class seemed
to love it. They told me afterwards I was a
cross between Pam Ayres and Victoria
Wood – but a bit more naughty!
The last night of the course, the tutor took
me aside. ‘Have you ever thought about
doing stand-up?’ he asked. When I shook my
head, he went on: ‘I think you’re good enough
to give it a try.’ I went home amazed – he
ran a comedy website for the BBC, so he
must have known what he was talking about.
His belief gave me the confidence to do
my first comedy gig at the King’s Head pub
in London, which gives new acts a chance.
At 47, I felt like the oldest ‘newbie’ they’d
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ever had! As I walked out on stage, I was
shaking so much that the notes I was
gripping in my hand flapped about. Luckily,
the lights were so bright I could barely see
the faces of the audience. I was about five
minutes into my act when I realised that
people were laughing, and I finally relaxed.
There was a huge round of applause at the
end of my routine and I felt ecstatic – and
completely addicted!
I started doing a couple of gigs in London
every week. Travelling and performing after
a day in the office was tiring, but as soon
as I heard the first laugh it was all worth
it. No matter how bad my day had been,
I forgot all about it once I was on stage.
A year later – in October
2007 – I set up my own
monthly comedy night
in Basingstoke, where I
live. I called it Jan Jack’s
Laughter House and
organised the whole thing,
from hiring the comedians
to selling tickets and
greeting customers at
the door. Word spread,
and we were soon selling
out for every show.
I was still desperately
unhappy at work. I
daydreamed about handing in my notice,
but my confidence was so low that the
thought of getting another job seemed
impossible. I would probably still be there
now if it wasn’t for my amazing husband.
One night I got home from work and found
a letter waiting for me on the kitchen table
in Alastair’s handwriting. I ripped it open
and started reading without even taking
my coat off.
‘Dearest Jannie,’ it said. ‘Every day you
go off to work looking so unhappy. I want
you to give up your job and do something
you love.’ In big letters at the bottom of the

page he’d written: WE WILL MANAGE.
I started crying, and when Alastair came
in from work I gave him a big hug. We sat
at the kitchen table and talked about what I
could do next. That’s when I had my eureka
moment. I could make a living from what I
did best: making people laugh.
So I finally left my job and devoted all my
time and energy to the Laughter House. It
was a risk to lose my salary but, six years on,
it’s thriving. I often stand at the back of the
room listening to a burst of laughter from
the audience and feel very proud of what
I’ve created. Laughter is like medicine, and
it makes me happy to think I’m contributing
to people’s happiness, even if only for a
few hours. The club has
lots of regulars, and when
I come on to perform my
act I always get a huge
cheer. I can only describe
the feeling as overwhelmingly
self-affirming.
I’ve also started running
workshops to teach
companies how they can
use humour to improve
their pitches and
presentations, and I’m
regularly booked as an
inspirational speaker at
business events. One of the most exciting
things that’s happened was being asked to
be a mentor for Comic Relief’s Stand Up If
You Dare competition last year. Giving new
stand-ups advice on their performances
made me realise how far I’ve come.
I am 54 now, and starting over wasn’t easy,
but it’s the best thing I could have done. I love
being my own boss and I feel like I’m playing
to my strengths now rather than toning down
my personality to fit the corporate mould. I
used to get told off for entertaining people –
now I get paid to do it. You could say I’ve
had the last laugh…

‘I feel like
I’m playing to
my strengths
now rather
than toning
down my
personality’
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‘No matter how bad my
day was, I forgot all about
it once I was on stage’
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