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The Engagement
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It is the hottest day of the year and I am having a wax. I do not mean this in the conventional sense. I am not in a beauty parlour. There is no calming pipe music playing. I am not on all fours while an Icelandic woman named Helga pulls apart my arse cheeks so that she can ‘really get to the nooks and crannies’. No.


I am sitting bare-legged on our leather sofa, and every time I stand up, the hairs on my thighs stay stuck to it. My legs are slowly but surely becoming waxed smooth. It is a fascinating yet traumatic experience. And our once-leather couch has now started to take on a new, furry texture. Like velvet. Or suede.


Bloody cut my head off and shove it up Jack Frost’s arse, I’m hot. I have an industrial-sized fan on, with which I have learned to synchronise my smoking. Every time the fan swings towards me I must quickly inhale, then rapidly duck and puff as it bears right, so the smoke isn’t blown back in my face, blinding me. It is a slick, choreographed workout. I think I might actually be developing abs.


To make matters worse, I am currently in the midst of the hangover from hell. I’m not talking the bearable kind, where you pop a couple of painkillers, un-tag the photo of you shitting in a bus shelter and head off for brunch with the girls. Oh no. We are talking the type of hangover sent by Lucifer himself. The sort where every limb feels like it’s been through a Christmas-tree shredder. Like a small family of possums have curled up and died in your mouth. Like a group of primary school children have just learned to make scrambled eggs WITH YOUR BRAIN.


Why do I insist on doing this to myself? Why, why, why?!


To add to this Greek tragedy of pain and woe, I have just this morning received some highly distressing news: MY BEST FRIEND EMMA HAS GOT ENGAGED.


The fact that we are both twenty-three years old, grew up in the same small Welsh town, attended the same school, have had almost identical upbringings and yet she is currently engaged to the love of her life while I sit on the shelf like a jar of stale fucking Bovril could be seen as a sore point. But luckily I am above all that.


She gets to spend the next few months planning a beautiful wedding. I have recently discovered that my breasts float in the bath. She will be relaxing this summer, honeymooning on a tropical beach. I shall be on the streets of Shoreditch having a conversation with a wheelie bin.


As I say, I’VE MADE MY PEACE WITH IT.


After dropping out of her nursing degree at Swansea University (I don’t think she ever got over the trauma of having to shave an elderly lady’s pubes on her first day), Emma decided to stay on in our home town to work at her family’s darts company. Positioned on the reception desk, she now happily spends her days chatting on Facebook, researching boob jobs and dramatically rolling her eyes at anyone who dares to come in and order darts.


I met Emma at the tender age of three, while attending our local village nursery. With her freckled face and her vibrant bob of ginger hair (which she would later in life fiercely defend as being strawberry blonde, before dyeing it red, brown and eventually black), she gave off a distinct air of fun and naughtiness. I clocked her immediately on that first day and doggedly followed her round the Wendy house, soft-play area and sandpit until we became best friends.


Our friendship often led me into trouble. In Year 4, Emma snuck a sex education book into school, stolen from her mother’s shelf. Looking back, it was a rather strange and perverted read. ‘The penis stands up straight like a soldier!’ it explained, alongside a cartoon of a penis wearing a soldier’s hat and winking. Needless to say, the book was quickly confiscated by our teacher and our parents were called. Then there was the time she invented a game that involved sliding under the partitions of the girls’ toilet cubicles and locking all the doors from the inside. Unfortunately, our (slightly larger) friend Mollie got stuck under one of the partitions, resulting in the head teacher having to pull her out by her legs.


Things did not improve much in secondary school. Emma would make me laugh so much in lessons (particularly while reading aloud in religious studies) that I would snort like a highly amused pig, causing both of us to be sent out of the classroom and ordered to face the wall. It is also astonishing that we passed all of our exams without facing expulsion, due to the fact that our entire GCSE Welsh oral exam was pre-written on our inner thighs.


Sleepovers together would always involve some crazy activity. We once called a live sex line (found in the back of Cosmo) and were so shocked and horrified by the old creep at the other end that we hung up in silence before collapsing into screams of laughter. Or there was the night when we decided at 1 a.m. that we would use our new Nokia 3410s to call some of the boys we fancied from our year. Emma had the hots for a boy called Chris, and I was amazed to discover I had his number in my phone. After making about seven calls, all of which were answered by a harassed woman (‘Hello, this is Gabrielle, may I speak to Chris, please?’ ‘Yes, Gabrielle, this IS Chris’), I eventually twigged that I was actually calling Christine, our forty-two-year-old next-door neighbour, who my mother had to placate the next morning with a bunch of flowers.


But while Emma has frequently got me into trouble, she is also the most down-to-earth and good-hearted person I know – forever taking the piss out of herself and seeing the funny side in the direst of situations. She is the one girl who can match me in drink, jokes and tales of debauchery, and I regard her as the dearest of all my friends.


We hadn’t spoken in several weeks, so when I saw her name pop up, I scrabbled for my ringing mobile in delight.


‘Pegleg!’


‘Bitchtits!’ cried Emma. ‘I’ve got some exciting news for you.’


(Note: the nicknames Pegleg and Bitchtits stem from a girls’ holiday we took to Magaluf in 2010, along with the entire population of Bridgend: hundreds of rowdy Welsh eighteen-year-olds keen to drink their own body weight, sleep with strangers and stick fireworks up their arses. One night Emma sprained her ankle badly and really should have gone to A&E. However, we chose not to take that option – wouldn’t want to waste precious drinking time, WAHEY! Instead we decided to fashion her a home-made splint out of ripped-up bed sheets, Kirby grips and twigs. The result was outstanding – Emma mincing around the clubs in a little minidress with a gigantic club foot. I don’t remember how I acquired the name Bitchtits, but I suspect it had something to do with my penchant for taking my bra off in clubs and lassoing it around my head. Or the time I whipped both my breasts out on the dance floor and banged them together like a pair of bellows.)


‘Oh God,’ I said. ‘I’ve missed you! There’s so much to fill you in on. I slept with this man called Wayne last week and left a massive fake-tan stain on his sheets. I had to spend twenty minutes the next morning convincing him that I hadn’t soiled myself.’


‘Gabs—’


‘Also, I’ve discovered that when I’m lying on my bed reading a book and my legs are in the perfect position, I can make myself queef on demand. Not a fart – an actual queef. Sometimes at different pitches. Is this normal? Can you do it?’


‘Gabs, I’m engaged.’


Pause. A smile froze on my face.


‘Engaged in what? A hobby?’


‘I’m engaged to be married, Gabs.’


‘Married … to Sam?’


‘Yes, obviously Sam. Yes.’


I couldn’t exactly pinpoint what I was feeling at that moment, but I became vaguely aware of a strangled scream escaping from my body. Similar to the sound of foxes mating.


‘Gabs, are you okay?’


‘Me? ME?!’ I realised my voice sounded absurdly high-pitched. ‘Oh God, I’m fine! More than fine, actually, I’m THRILLED! Thrilled for you!’


‘Really? Oh, thank God! I was a bit scared to tell you because of … well, you know. The place you’re in right now.’


‘What place would that be, Emma? Hmm? A slap-my-arse-and-call-me-Sandra-because-I’M-AS-FINE-AS-A-WHISTLE place?’


‘Well, you know. You mentioned things weren’t going particularly well, with work and dating and that.’


‘Oh, don’t be silly! Everything is brilliant! Marvellous, in fact! My life is ticking along like a … like a jolly egg-timer.’


I laughed manically and lit another fag.


‘There was another thing,’ she said. ‘I wondered whether you would like to be my bridesmaid?’


A blast of love and emotion slapped me in the face like a wet fish. Maid of honour at my best friend’s wedding! Of course she would ask me. Of course. Twenty years of friendship, from sharing a bath as toddlers to holding each other’s hair back while we puked up Bacardi Breezers at the sixth-form party. All leading up to this moment.


I hastily fanned away my tears with the nearest Jehovah’s Witness leaflet.


‘Oh God, Ems. I would love to. LOVE TO. You will seriously not regret this. I’m going to be the best maid of honour who ever lived. You’re going to have an ungodly hen do with at least four strippers and—’


‘Oh. Actually, Gabs, I’ve asked Nat to be maid of honour. Hope you don’t mind. It’s just, you know, she’s around a lot more and …’


A lump of bile rose in my throat.


Oh no. Oh please God, no. Anyone but Natasha fucking Jones.


My relationship with Natasha has always been a fractious one. We attended primary school together, where we spent six years in a constant battle for Emma’s affections. (I mean this in a childish, best-friendy sort of way – we were not a trio of budding young lesbians.)


It started with friendship necklaces. Do you remember those bloody things? Silver hearts sawn in two, which when joined together spelled something like ‘FRIENDS FOREVER’. Or ‘BESTIES 4 LYFE’. The fact that the cheap metal made your neck go green after fourteen hours of wear, resulting in a severed head/Frankenstein’s monster look, did not matter. They were a status symbol. A sign of ownership. A sign of love.


Well, Natasha bought a pair of such necklaces for her and Emma in Year 5, when we were ten years old. It was a deliberate tactical move. One designed to shove me out the way and force me to befriend someone like Jamie Billington, who wore Velcro shoes and shoved pencils up his nose. They wore the necklaces all day long, half-strangling themselves every hour or so to join the pieces together and scream with delight.


I too did a lot of screaming that day. At home, at the kitchen table, as I caterwauled to my mother at this act of barbarity and betrayal. My mother, quite reasonably, suggested that I should simply ignore the necklaces. True friendship, she explained, was not defined by a cheap piece of metal tied around your neck. It was made from much greater things: loyalty, trust and love.


I quietly took in her words and decided to handle the situation with wisdom and maturity beyond my years.


I WENT OUT AND BOUGHT A PAIR OF NECKLACES OF MY OWN, one of which I presented to Emma the following morning.


Although we eventually grew out of the friendship necklaces (had we worn them much longer we would all have run the risk of developing dermatitis), the rivalry between me and Natasha continued throughout our childhood and teenage years. A catalogue of exclusive sleepovers, inside jokes and bitter resentment.


Eventually, having left secondary school and gone our separate ways to university and college, we reached a sort of grudging friendship. The three of us would meet up in the holidays and things seemed fine. Pleasant, even. Natasha and I would never be the best of friends, but we had attained a level of mutual understanding. We had both, finally, grown up.


Well, I can tell you now, THAT SHIP HAS FUCKING WELL SAILED!


How dare Emma pick Nat? How dare she?! Natasha Jones, the most CRASHING BORE to ever grace the streets of Cardiff? A girl with all the personality of a battered cod? Okay, okay – maybe not a battered cod. That would be unfair to the cod.


Natasha showcases a very wholesome image of herself. Each day her Facebook and Instagram feeds are filled with photos of her #blessed life: gym selfies with her beefcake of a boyfriend, both tanned, toned and honed to loathsome perfection; snaps of her smashed avocado, poached egg and sourdough brunch; nights out standing next to her perfectly manicured and simpering friends, their smiles frozen on their Botoxed faces. These photos will often be accompanied by a nauseating ‘motivational’ quote, such as: ‘Today I will do what others won’t, so tomorrow I can do what others can’t.’ Oh, fuck off.


They are a stark contrast to my own Facebook and Instagram photos, which normally involve me puking behind a car on a night out or standing in a bar with an ice bucket on my head.


The thing is, although Natasha has grown into a vaguely tolerable if nauseating individual, I cannot forgive her for those years of apparent bullying and spitefulness in primary school. Parties at her house that I was not invited to. Or parties at her house which I was invited to but where she’d persuade everyone to hide from me, screaming and giggling round the house. ‘Accidentally’ bashing past me in corridors. Basically being the whispering, sniggering RINGLEADER who made the early years of my life a perfect misery.


Suddenly I was ten years old again – tearful, petulant and ready to punch a wall. Oh yes, I’m sure she’ll throw you a blinding hen do, Emma. BLINDING. We’ll probably spend the night playing tiddlywinks and then bleaching each other’s arseholes. But somehow, dredging up every ounce of strength and maturity I possessed, I managed to keep it together.


‘That’s great!’ I croaked. ‘Really great. I’m sure she’ll do a cracking job.’


I could hear Emma’s relief down the phone.


‘Thanks so much, Gabs. Knew you’d be cool about it. Anyway, I’ve gotta dash and start fake-tanning. Sam’s parents are taking us out later to that new Thai place in Cardiff Bay. What are you up to tonight?’


I grimly surveyed the polystyrene container on the kitchen floor holding the contents of last night’s half-eaten kebab.


‘Oh, you know! The same, really. May go out for a fancy dinner with … um … one of my many suitors. Honestly, I can’t keep up with them all. I feel like the Pied Piper of Penis!’


‘Ha ha, that’s the spirit! Well, speak to you soon, Gabs. Lots of love.’


‘Lots of love too! And congrats!’


We hung up. I sat silently for a moment.


Well, there we have it. The first of the gang to get married. Pfft. Rather her than me. Perhaps she’d get a perm. Or start going to oven-glove conventions.


Shakily, I took a drag from my cigarette and watched two pigeons hump on the windowsill outside.


Then I burst into tears.
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Drama Fool
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Life has not always been this way. I was raised as a proper country bumpkin. That’s right – a potato-digging, muck-spreading clodhopper. The first nineteen years of my life were spent in a tiny rural village in South Wales, where the annual highlights included maypole dancing and a fiercely competitive swede-rolling contest. While others filled their teenage years with vodka, house parties and fumbling sex, I led a sheltered and blissful existence of farm work, music lessons and amateur dramatics.


‘Why would I choose to drink alcohol when I can get fresh milk from our very own cow?!’


‘You’re all going to the park to do balloons and poppers? Oh goody, I LOVE party poppers! I’ll bring the paper hats. And I can make a balloon stegosaurus!’


‘Sorry, John, it’s really sweet of you to invite me to the party tonight, but Mum’s making me my favourite casserole. With extra dumplings!’


I drove a tractor. I sang in the church choir. I owned a pet pig. (Pixie was a birthday present from my parents turned hideously wrong. She started out as a micropig. A sweet, cuddly little thing that I could tuck under my arm and dress up in frilly bonnets. Six months later she had inexplicably become the size of a small combine harvester. Two feet tall and four feet long, nudging ten stone, she is an aggressive, belligerent TYRANT. Having destroyed the downstairs of our house by charging at walls and attacking the hardwood flooring, she was relegated to a life in the garden, where she now merrily spends her days rolling in her own shit and snarling at the postman.)


I didn’t care for parties or clubs and would rather make my own fun on a Saturday night, such as shearing a few sheep or farting in the bath and pretending it was a jacuzzi.


But then, at the age of nineteen, I moved to London to start a degree at drama school. And everything changed.


Lots of successful actors irritatingly describe acting as a career that they unexpectedly ‘fell into’. Like skidding and landing on top of an incredibly lucrative dog turd.


‘Oh, I’d always planned on going to university to study economics,’ they trill while being interviewed about their first starring role in some BBC period drama. ‘And then one day my uncle [insert name of massively famous actor here] dragged me along for this casting and the next minute BAM! Before I know it, I’m signed to United Agents and jetting off to start filming in LA.’


Well, it didn’t happen that way for me. And it never will happen that way for me either, being the daughter of a teacher mother and a microbiologist father. (A very well-respected microbiologist, as he never tires of reminding me, who could easily have given me a leg up in my career had my interests lain not in theatre but in microsporidia fungi.) But despite my lack of well-connected thespian relatives, ever since the age of six, when I was cast as Mary in the school nativity, I knew that acting was what I wanted to do.


As far as first roles go, my portrayal of Mary wasn’t a huge success. First, I brought Cabbage Patch doll Jesus on three scenes too early, clutching him possessively to my chest as the Angel Gabriel delivered the news that God had made me with child. The result was less shocked, innocent virgin and more that of a pissed-off single mother on Jeremy Kyle. (‘Who is this God, then, eh? You don’ mean Godfrey from down the Fox an’ Hounds? I swear, Jezza, we ’ad a fumble in the disabled loo but nuffin’ else, an’ I’ll do the DNA test t’prove it.’)


Secondly, I was not the most angelic-looking of children. I have been cursed with an almightily large forehead (we’re talking seven fingers here), which throughout my life I have attempted to hide behind a heavy fringe. With my hair scraped back by my home-made blue flannel headdress, I unfortunately bore a stark resemblance to Mrs Potato Head. Or a large thumb.


To add insult to injury, I was at this age also missing my two front teeth, giving me a very pronounced comedy lisp. My parents have a video recording of the final stable scene, where, in a rather high-handed and dictatorial way, I turned to the three wise men and delivered the line ‘HITH NAME ITH JETHUTH AND HE SHALL BE THE THON OF GOD.’ Then, in a moment of pure improvisation, I gestured to the proffered bottle of frankincense and added, ‘Put the prethents over there, pleathe.’


The flame inside me had been lit.


I have always been something of an attention-seeker. An exhibitionist, if you like. As will become clear, I possess a lethal mixture of very few inhibitions and a complete lack of decorum, something that my parents realised when I was just three years of age. One day, I dragged my empty toy box to their bedroom door and sat in it, naked as a jaybird, then proceeded to lie on my back with my legs pulled up over my head and shout, ‘SPECIAL DELIVERY! IT’S YOUR CHRISTMAS TURKEY!’


I also took to hiding items around the house, such as my parents’ keys, or my brother’s new stationery set, just so that I could make an extravagant show of having found them. I remember once my brother had his friend Andy over. Determined to show off to him and catch his ‘special attention’, I decided to colour my entire face in with a purple felt-tip pen. This, in hindsight, is a clear indication of the disastrous approach to flirting that would plague me later in life.


Anyway, from my starring role as Dictator Mary, I went on to play roles outside of school, in various amateur dramatic companies. My first was as Dorothy in the village production of The Wizard of Oz. This, I hasten to add, was a rather warped, modern version, written by one of our local residents. Instead of the Tin Man, the Scarecrow and the Lion, Dorothy was met by David Beckham, Elvis Presley and Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen. And at the start of the play, instead of singing the timeless, beautiful song ‘Somewhere Over The Rainbow’, I was made to sing Michael Jackson’s ‘Black Or White’, with a topical change of lyrics:






I took my Toto for a walk in the rain.


And when it’s sunny then the colour’s the same.


But I believe in miracles and a miracle might happen tonight!


But we’re living in Kansas City and in Kansas it’s just black and white.








As you can imagine, it was a real crowd-pleaser.


As I got older, my roles became somewhat meatier, including Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady and Wendla in Spring Awakening, where my poor parents had to watch my character lose her virginity on stage and beg to be beaten on the arse with a stick.


On stage, I was on an emotional roller coaster. By embodying these characters I was experiencing dizzying highs and lows that I could never hope to replicate in my own rather humdrum life. The world was my oyster. I was a giant koi carp in a tiny village pond and ready to take the professional acting world by storm.


And then I went to drama school.


I must clarify that I was not one of those talented individuals who are snapped up by somewhere like RADA on their first audition. I was instead forced to take a gap year, having received rejections from every drama school in the country in my first round of trying.


The auditions themselves can only be described as soul-destroying.


The suggestion that the acting industry is heavily skewed towards the privileged begins to ring true when you realise that even auditioning at drama school now costs each applicant upwards of fifty pounds. Factor in train fares, tube tickets and several overpriced lattes and you are talking a hell of a bloody lot of money.


So receiving an impersonal three-sentence rejection letter a couple of days later in the post, with absolutely no explanation or feedback, is something of a kick in the teeth. No, not a kick in the teeth. It is an unconcerned wallop in your giant, hope-filled testicles. (I hasten to clarify that I do not actually possess testicles. My giant, hope-filled vagina, then.)


Worse than the rejection letter is ‘the list’. Some schools choose to publicly read out, on the day, the names of those who have made it through to the next round that afternoon and those who need to leave. Meaning that rejects such as me are faced with the excruciating task of gathering up our bags and vacating the building, simultaneously trying not to burst into tears or punch any of the successful applicants on the way out.


The auditions themselves often involve a ghastly group-activity section, where the crowd of about twenty hopeful auditionees are made to engage in an assortment of warm-up games. These often include ‘Zip Zap Boing’ (the hideousness of this game can be summed up in two words: INVISIBLE BALL) or prancing around the room to jungle music, pretending to be a crowd of apes.


My favourite audition anecdote comes from my friend Tom. One by one the group he was in were asked to open an imaginary door and react to a scene of horror before them.


‘What do you see?’ the panel asked the first girl.


‘I see … I see poverty!’ she cried, melodramatically shuddering and shielding her eyes. ‘Poverty and starving children!’


‘Good, good.’ The panel all nodded, scribbling notes on their pads.


The second applicant went up.


‘I see DEATH,’ he hollered. ‘Death coming towards me like a vast raincloud, showering the human race with oblivion!’


‘Very nice,’ nodded the panel.


Then it was Tom’s turn. He walked forward and opened the imaginary door.


‘AAARGH!’ he screamed.


‘What do you see, Tom?’ asked the panel, leaning forward in interest.


‘I’ve just walked in on my parents having sex,’ he replied.


Although this is quite clearly comedy gold, he did not receive a callback.


The second half of the audition would normally then involve individually performing two contrasting monologues to the panel. For my first monologue, on the day of my very first audition, I chose to play the rather ambitious and totally unsuitable role of Queen Margaret from Shakespeare’s King Henry VI.


Having up until this point been completely submerged in the world of amateur dramatics, I believed no performance, no matter how great or small, to be complete without the aid of props. Any actor worth their salt wouldn’t be seen DEAD on stage without their trusty suitcase of fake swords, spud guns and comedy banana skins!


Therefore, on the poignant line ‘Look, York. I stain’d this napkin with the blood that valiant Clifford, with his rapier’s point, made issue from the bosom of the boy’, I decided to dazzle them all by conjuring a bloodstained napkin from my sleeve, in the manner of a murderous magician.


Shortly before my turn in front of the panel, I realised that I had left said napkin on the train while practising my monologue (much to the horror of my fellow passengers, I’m sure). In a moment of pure madness, I decided instead to produce several sheets of loo roll from my sleeve, hastily grabbed from the toilets and scribbled over with a red biro.


The sheets of paper, of course, tore in half upon being pulled out, creating a cloud of dust and floating pathetically to the floor while the panel stared in stunned disbelief. I imagine it is now a horror story they tell their first-year students.


Thankfully, having learned my lesson first time round, my second year of auditions was somewhat more of a success, and I gained a place (although not my first, second, third or even fifth choice) at a very well-respected school to study a three-year degree in acting. I had finally done it. FAME AND FORTUNE BECKONED!


Little did I know that it was all to go tits-up from here (or tits-down, to be more accurate). Let’s start with my fellow students. First impressions? All the girls in my year were tiny. Dainty, waif-like little creatures who went to the gym every evening and pushed around plates of salad at lunch. The last gym I had attended was ‘Jungle Jim’s’ for my tenth birthday, where I devoured a lunch of cupcakes and chips and then had a panic attack when I got stuck in the ball pit.


I have felt chubby my whole life. A little on the portly side, if you will. But it soon became clear on my first day at drama school that I was not chubby. Far from it, in fact. I was gargantuan. A full-on, bearish BUTTERBALL.


Luckily I made three very good friends at drama school: Robyn, Alice and Katie. From completely different walks of life, we were united by the fact that we found the whole drama school process to be faintly ridiculous and the rest of our year group completely intolerable. I thought I was a bit of a drama queen, but dear God, these other students took the biscuit (or rather, didn’t take the biscuit. Took the kale, perhaps). There would be daily temper tantrums. Actual hysterical outbursts during classes where grown men and women would start crying and storm out, screaming that they just COULDN’T COPE with the emotional strain of it all.


I mean, we are not talking particularly stressful activities here. Watching, aged eleven, as your horse is castrated, and then the vet handing you the testicles ‘for the dog to chew’… THAT is stressful. Spending an hour’s physical practice class pretending to be a shoal of fish or a piece of bamboo is not.


Within around six months of arriving in London, I found myself slowly transforming into a creature I didn’t recognise. Perhaps it was the people surrounding me, perhaps it was the immense culture shock of city life, but I can summarise my gradual decline from rural plough jockey to wayward wastrel in four simple categories: cigarettes, booze, meat and men.


Let us start with the fags.


Having previously written off smoking as a filthy habit reserved for toothless old hillbillies and my uncle Stanley, my opinion started to change when I hit London.


Nearly everybody at drama school smoked. As soon as classes ended, the entire college would swarm to socialise in the smoking area and I would be left blinking and clean-lunged in the corridor. It quickly became apparent that if I didn’t learn to suckle on the devil’s teat, then I was going to graduate after three years having made absolutely no friends at all.


And it wasn’t just drama school. Wherever I went in London, be it pubs, clubs or bars, all the seemingly interesting people – and more to the point, the FIT MEN – were outside, flirting, chatting and snogging in a heady cloud of nicotine. I soon realised that this glorious little death stick was my oneway ticket to a giant cockfest. And I was diving in head-first.


Being a smoking novice, there were some slight mishaps along the way. Like the time I borrowed a guy’s lighter, locking eyes over the flame in what I hoped was a sultry manner, and inadvertently set my fringe alight. Or the occasion when I rolled a cigarette so loose and baggy that I managed to actually inhale the filter.


But in spite of these early setbacks, I successfully and stupidly developed a complete nicotine addiction. And then came stage two: the drinking. After an entirely sober nineteen years in which the sum total of my alcohol consumption amounted to a portion of sherry trifle each Christmas, I dived into the sea of booze with all the enthusiasm of a newborn otter.


My main weakness was for gin. Oh those sweet, sweet juniper berries. Mother’s ruin! Vera Lynn! Like some lardy eighteenth-century prostitute on Gin Lane, I soon found myself working through a small bottle of Gordon’s a week. Which very quickly turned into a big bottle and a couple of small bottles. These were often drunk alone in my bedroom, with me crying over something ridiculous on the television like the Cesar dog food advert.


My drinking started to somewhat define me amongst my peers.


‘Which one is Gabby?’


‘Oh, you know, the tubby one in second year who drank six glasses of mulled wine and slid down the stairs in a pair of oven mitts.’ (I hasten to add that this did not happen during school time, but afterwards in the comfort of my shared flat. Unfortunately the incident was filmed and played on the big screen at the graduation ball.)


Then, perhaps most surprisingly of all, came the meat-eating.


I grew up in a family of vegetarians. There was actually one stage at which my older brother turned us all vegan, so we were forced into drinking rice milk and couldn’t eat Cheerios because the honey involved cruelty to bees. It remains one of the most traumatic periods of my life. (I should point out that my brother was heavily influenced at the time by his meek, mild TREE-HUGGER of a girlfriend, who didn’t believe in drinking and used to carry a trowel in her handbag so she could dig a hole and shit in the woods. We never quite got along.)


Anyway, being a big animal lover, I trundled along quite nicely as a vegetarian over the years.


‘Why would I want to eat a cow? So sweet! So furry!’


‘Awww, look at that adorable chicken! LET ME PICK IT UP AND GIVE IT A GIANT KISSY!’


But around two years into my London life, something … happened. Something dark. Something disturbing. It would turn midnight, I’d have sunk a few bottles of gin and I’d start to get these … how can I put this delicately? RAW-BLOODED MEAT CRAVINGS.


It became a dirty secret. Ostentatiously picking off the pieces of pepperoni from a shared pizza, then secreting them in my handbag to gorge on later. Leaving the flat under cover of darkness (if I had owned a balaclava I would have worn it) to get my sick thrills at the local kebab shop.


Things truly hit a low point when I returned to my parents’ house for Christmas and went out clubbing with the girls. Oh, that night. God forgive that fateful night. Stumbling home at 4 a.m., wild-eyed and smelling of tequila, I headed to the kitchen looking for my fix. Meat … where in the name of God was I going to find any meat?!


And then it hit me. Freddie. Our puppy. Our adorable little cocker spaniel puppy. He was in the process of being trained and there were some meaty puppy-training treats in the fridge. (You thought I was going to say that I ate Freddie, didn’t you?)


So I did it. Sitting at the kitchen table, I ate Freddie’s puppy-training treats. They were described as containing ‘meat-based matter’. I can’t quite bring myself to think of what that matter might have been.


Morning came and my mother wandered out of the kitchen looking perplexed. ‘Somebody’s taken all of Freddie’s training treats!’ she said.


‘HEAVENS TO BETSY!’ I replied, trying to match her astonished tone and stifle a meat-based-matter burp.


We never did get to the bottom of where Freddie’s treats went. My suggestion that perhaps he opened the fridge and helped himself – ‘Good God, the dog’s a genius, Mother!’ – wasn’t met with much enthusiasm.


And so, having successfully converted to the status of nicotine-ridden, booze-sodden carnivore, came the final stage of my demise. MEN. Or, more accurately, one-night stands.


As a late bloomer, I didn’t really start dating till the age of eighteen. I lost my virginity to my first boyfriend in his garden shed, with an episode of The Inbetweeners playing in the background. (As I say, a VERY late bloomer.) There was a slightly awkward moment where, halfway through, he asked me, ‘You ’kay?’, and I misheard it as ‘You’re gay’ and burst into tears. But apart from that, my limited dating history was pretty tame and uneventful.


Up until I went to drama school, I had slept with only two men; within a year of living in London I had tripled my figures. Two years down the line I had (rather appropriately) sextupled them.


One guy who became a bit more than a one-night stand was a comedian I met at a New Year’s Eve house party. Due to his celebrity status (albeit D-list), I shall respect his privacy by renaming him Ryan. He was a large, hairy, egotistical man, who saw himself as the absolute cat’s pyjamas. Although I was initially repulsed by his advances, he eventually wore me down, via a series of witty Facebook messages, to agreeing to meet him for a drink.


Laughter has always been the way to my heart. Give me Mr Blobby over Brad Pitt any day. And somehow, after several dates, Ryan’s whimsical anecdotes and amusing one-liners managed to completely win me over. (I now realise that comedians are constantly trying out new material for shows, making me less of a girlfriend and more a star-stuck, gullible guinea pig.) After about date five, however, by which point he’d had his ‘wicked way’ several times, he completely lost interest.


It’s tragic, looking back on it now. I would spend all my savings on a carefully constructed outfit from Topshop (or, let’s be honest, Primark), then sit waiting in a bar for him, only for him to text after forty minutes saying he’d been ‘held up filming’ and wouldn’t be able to see me after all.


Soon I actually found myself stalking his Twitter feed, working out which part of the country he was performing in and when he’d be back in London to possibly see me. Eventually, having painfully got the message, I came home to Wales for the weekend, utterly deflated and depressed.


This is when I relate to you one of the greatest acts of love one’s parents could ever show to their dejected daughter.


Knowing Ryan to be large, fat and hairy, they went to the Cardiff Hamleys store and bought a life-sized cuddly stuffed-toy gorilla. When I returned to London on the Monday, I received an email from my dad with the subject: ‘We still love you!’


Attached were photos of the gorilla (hereafter known as Nigel) partaking in a number of ‘leisure activities’ around the house. For example, propped up against the kitchen counter, Dad’s chef’s hat on his head and chopping up bananas. Or sat wearing a pair of sunglasses, a suitcase in each hand, presumably about to set off on holiday.


As you can see, they are the most stark raving mad and brilliant of parents.


Somehow I survived the three years at drama school. I mean, it wasn’t all bad. In spite of the mania, I discovered a love of comedy and started doing stand-up in my spare time. It turned out that while my drama school classmates were horrified by my tales of drinking and one-night stands, audiences of complete strangers absolutely loved them.
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