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FOR KRIS HALLENGA
A CONFIRMED AND MASSIVE TWAT




Ad gloriam macularum
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Wanker. Git. Prick. Prat. Dick. Eejit. Plonker. Pillock. Nincompoop. Bellend. Dolt. Chump. Nitwit. Fuckwit. Lunatic. Dork. Numskull. Idiot.

All lovely … but … nah …

I prefer Twat.

It’s neat and it’s accurate somehow.

It was acceptable to my mum and it has a bit of bite, but doesn’t hurt really. There’s something satisfying about how wide your mouth stretches to say it, and the plosive ‘t’ that bookends the word is a total joy.

Feels tight and pointy. Pointed. Suits me.

I’ve used it so very often, and I’ve been called it even more. I don’t take offence. I know it’s an admonishment, but somehow it’s also inherently affectionate, so it’s OK.

I came to realize that the twattish moments in my life are at the forefront of my memory when I was attempting to write an autobiography. This was annoying. I wanted to present myself as an interesting, sophisticated, semi-heroic, multi-layered person, y’know – not a cacking twat …

It seems that being an actual twat is much more authentic, the real me, almost my forte, if I may say so. The more I thought about it, the more I understood that the moments where I’ve made mistakes – misunderstood stuff and messed up – were key. That’s where all my tinging clear learning happened, and it has always been where I laugh the most. Who doesn’t want that?!

I opened the floodgates and started to jot down notes about the many twatty incidents I’d been party to over the years. It was a tsunami. Time and time again, I’ve been a massive eejit. Sorry to boast, but I really am a champion twat. I’m accomplished.

Once I’d finished my initial wave of cringe, I decided the only way to shake off any feeling of shame or embarrassment was to collate some of the stories and devise a show to tell them out loud. I did that. I loved it. I experienced the BEST EVER connection to the audience because, of course, being a twat is universal and my twattishness is no different to yours. Except, perhaps, that mine has been horrifyingly public on occasion. There wasn’t room in the show for all the stories I wanted to tell – so – here they are, for your delectation.

I can’t emphasize enough the freshness of the air I breathe since I decided a few years back that being perfect was impossible. I’ve always known it deep down, but like so many of us, I wasted too much time pointlessly trying to capture it. Why?

Nowadays, not only am I certain it’s impossible, but I wholeheartedly know, with my whole whole actual heart, that it’s not even desirable. In fact, I’d like to abolish it, and start an anti-perfection league where we can celebrate our shortcomings with glee. That way we can hop over the hurdles of nasty that are the self-harm of imperfection and enjoy the release of running on the flat (floppy bosoms allowing), where all the sweetness and fun is, right to the finishing line. I promise you, there is abundant joy to be found in our flaws.

A treasure chest of glittering defects awaits, if we would only share, and I’m urging you to start now and allow your own mistakes to amuse you. It’s a powerful ol’ tool, believe me. A valuable resource.

My hope would be that reading these stories might fire up yer engines to remind you of just what a massive twat you also are, that we might celebrate and revel in this most delightful of traits, together.

I’m thinking I may have to organize some badges so that we can proudly recognize each other when we’re out and about. Perhaps we can give one another awful high fives that sort of awkwardly miss …? That would be perfectly twatty.

Anyhoo – I hope you enjoy.
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NASCENT TWATNESS

When I was very young, I was massively influenced by television. And comics.

Two TV shows I really loved were American. The Partridge Family (my first virtual encounter with long-term crush David Cassidy) and Bewitched. Much as I loved the comedy, the music and the stories, it was the leading women who grabbed my attention, namely Laurie Partridge and Samantha Stephens. Not only did they individually have an extraordinary set of particular skills, but they were both stunningly beautiful. I wanted to be like them, so I tried to work out how to borrow some of their allure. What was it about them?

Well, Laurie had the cutest little button nose and tons of freckles, and Samantha had the cutest little button nose that wiggled independently of all the other muscles in her face. Impressive. So, that must be the winning formula – a cute twitchy nose and freckles.

So, that’s what I did. At around age thirteen, I deployed these techniques in the desperate hope of securing some kind of attention from boys. I painted fake freckles on my cheeks and across the bridge of my nose with dots of brown eyeshadow, and I perfected an alarmingly quivery scrunch with my nose that I felt sure was irresistibly ‘cute’. It wasn’t. I looked like a demented rabbit. My friends can testify to this.
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Add to that sorry image a rictus grin. I like to blame my darlin’ dead grandmother for my lifelong propensity to show EVERY SINGLE TOOTH IN MY HEAD each time I smile. In an effort, I’m sure, to boost my fragile teenage self-esteem, she told me that I was at my most, ‘ansome’ when I smiled with lots of teeth showing. I took her very literally on this and followed her instructions to a ‘T’. I wanted my entire denticulation to be on show. Every last chopper, all gum, tongue and lip should be proudly displayed in a leering grimace worthy of the most rabid of wolves. I can confirm that the heady mixture of demented rabbit and confused wolf was not, repeat NOT, successful in luring boys on to my pubescent rocks. For some inexplicable reason, it emphatically didn’t work. It was an epic fail. In fact, boys actually fled. My smile revulsed them. They ran screaming.

OK, so that mistake was a long time ago. I was young and naïve. You would think I’d learn. Indeed, I no longer crinkle my nose in a rectum-clenching awful attempt at cheesy cuteness. I no longer paint freckles on to my face.

However … for some reason I cannot logically understand, I have persisted with the rictus grimace. I can’t seem to stop myself, even if I actively pre-warn myself NOT to do it. Put me anywhere near a camera and bingo – there she blows – the fang-meister general – the queen of snarl – the wholly desperate-to-please TWAT! Thanks, Grandma.

Childhood twatting is surely very easily excused in general. I think most of us have claimed to:


	be related to a Royal

	have ‘toxic’ blood

	have been raised by wild creatures in a forest

	know how to speak ‘cat’

	have the genitals of a Martian
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	have a witch and a wizard for parents

	be Elvis’s illegitimate daughter

	be a person with an ageing condition that means you may look nine years old, but you are in fact eighty-two

	have had a brain transplant with a genius
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	have been personally asked by the Beatles to be their backing singer

	been the baby Stevie Wonder is singing about on ‘Isn’t She Lovely’

	have secret gills that mean swimming underwater for miles is no prob

	have a personal actual angel (invisible) Jesus has appointed to look after you

	have met Aslan and Mr Tumnus in person

	be allowed to drive your parents’ car regularly

	have a Russian pen pal who writes to you in actual Russian and yet, miraculously, you can read it fluently

	have a pet swan
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	have a mother with three breasts

	be able to control your robot brother with a hand-held device

	have found a secret tunnel to the Tower of London in your garden near Lincoln



Well … haven’t we?!

Oh – just me then. WOW.

I wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with the odd fib, y’know, to liven things up a bit. Surely that’s normal? I remember when my own daughter submitted a song she’d written for a music exam piece at school, a song she titled ‘Looking from a Window Above’. The song was very, very good. Mainly because it was ‘Only You’, written by Vince Clarke and sung by my close chum Alison Moyet. Good try, junior twat.

We used to get quite a lot of things wrong in my family. Not big, important stuff, we didn’t murder anyone … well, not on purpose. We were quite contained, kept ourselves to ourselves, so I think we might have been somewhat out of step with certain trends or fashions. My parents bought a teasmade (google it, kids – a machine that made your tea for you in accordance with an alarm, right next to your bed!) just as everyone else was discovering how singularly useless they were. That sort of mistake.

I sometimes felt that we were slightly ‘outside’ somehow. Maybe this is not unusual. I didn’t know where we belonged – not geographically, not economically, not in terms of class, not socially. It might be to do with being in an Air Force family. The itinerant nature of our life during my childhood meant we couldn’t settle easily. Not in any category. We sorta ploughed our own furrow, which meant that we floundered sometimes, trying to work out how to fit in. One such example was when my lovely dad got it a bit wrong when he responded to my teenage longing for a pony. I constantly mithered him about it. I’d had some lessons and fallen in love with the whole notion of owning a horse. It’s the first real love affair that some teenagers have and, frankly, it’s a more rewarding experience than trying to secure the affections of another human. Horses are IT. Big, powerful, hairy, huge eyes, long lashes, soft-as-velvet noses, give fantastic heavy-breathing-type snuggles into your neck, never betray you, don’t get drunk, never get bored when you talk. There are so many reasons to have a horse instead of a boyfriend. Especially if you haven’t actually got a boyfriend, and nobody actually seems that interested in you.

One day, my dad struck a strange deal with a bloke who owned a garage near where we lived in Cornwall. A man who owed the garage owner a debt offloaded two horses he didn’t really want on to the forecourt of the garage and my dad brought these horses home for me. A chubby chestnut mare and her wall-eyed foal. I named her Shula and him Marty, after Marty Feldman, because his eyes were weird. Anyone who really knew anything about horses (we didn’t) would know that this was categorically NOT the right fit for me. Shula was not young. We had no idea how old, but she was certainly tired. She wanted to be left alone to munch grass, thank you. Marty mainly wanted to bite my tits, which he did often. Along with Shula came an old saddle and a bridle, so we assumed she’d been ridden somewhere along the way. There was no girth with the saddle. That’s the bit that connects it from side to side, going under and around the horse’s belly, like a thick belt. Instead, at first, we tried an actual belt, but that was rubbish and didn’t attach properly, so Dad had the genius (not) idea of making a girth from an old tractor tyre. There were plenty scattered about on the farm we were renting at the time, and he thought it was a shame to waste them …

He set about it and it took ages, but eventually he had something approximating a large belt, to which he attached buckles to either end. I wished SO HARD we could’ve just bought a girth like everyone else, but it felt ungrateful to say it after all the effort. He also took some time to soften and clean the leather of the tack. He used warm, soapy water and then rubbed oil into the brittle, cracked, thirsty leather. He probably should have used specific saddle oil, but it’s our family, so he used vegetable oil, which was sort of OK, but didn’t smell great on sunny days.

During the spring, when Dad was doing all this work to fix the tack, something alarming happened.

One of the main reasons to have a horse at all if you are a teenage girl is to groom it. This involves hours of brushing with many different implements called weird names like Curry Comb or Dandy Brush or Rub Rag. Soft brushes, hard brushes, finishing brushes, you name it, I spent my pocket money on it. I had no real idea what to do, but it all meant spending hours upon hours in a stable stroking and brushing my beloved equine amour. Manes and tails are key. The combing, the plaiting, the styling – it all MATTERS VERY MUCH. It is how you love your pony.
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Imagine the horror, then, to discover that my horse had a previously hidden disease called ‘Sweet Itch’, which is something to do with the grass in springtime and which means that the ENTIRE mane and tail FALL OUT each year, leaving your bald horse with a scabby reptilian dinosaur neck and tail for months before it gradually restores itself. Your horse is a stegosaurus. Crossed with a rhino. Hardly a horse at all. I wept about this abhorrence for weeks, it was so shocking. Of course, I didn’t want Shula to feel any responsibility or shame for her wretched condition, so I never cried a tear in her presence. I was brave. I still cuddled her, but it was sort of revolting to snuggle up to her rough, scabious neck. She was, without doubt, mangy.

The Royal Cornwall Show is a big deal. It happens in Wadebridge, right next to the farm we were living on, pretty much every June. It’s a celebration of all things Cornish and rural and joyful and we loved it. There are horse events at the heart of it. Show jumping and displays and judging and things and things and horsey things … including a gymkhana. I didn’t really know what this word meant until I went to the Cornwall Show. It’s basically competitive games on horseback. The gymkhana was open to anyone to participate, so long as they had a pony. I’d watched it often and dreamt of taking part, if only … if only … I had a pony.

And now, I did.

The gymkhanas were full of smart pony-club girls in just the right gear riding just the right ponies. There was a dress code I didn’t know. There was a huge, wide horsey world of knowledge I simply didn’t have. I didn’t know that jodhpurs had to be a certain colour for certain events. I didn’t know that neckties had to be appropriate, or jackets, or covers on helmets, or anything, frankly. I just loved my scabby pony. So, I took her there to take part.

The first race was already going to be a problem. It required us to canter to the end of the arena, grab a plastic cup from a pole and canter back. First back wins. Shula was ancient, she didn’t move fast by choice; this was going to take plenty of encouragement in the form of yelling and giddy-upping from me.

That’s the me in my dad’s tweedy gardening jacket and my wellington boots.

That’s the Shula in the ill-fitting saddle, which smelt like a breakfast fry-up, and with a tractor tyre awkwardly gripping her sizeable undercarriage. The disdain from the other contestants on the starting line was palpable. They clearly found the chubby girl on the chubby, glabrous horse hilarious. We were patently no threat to their shiny, athletic perfectness, both riders and horses.

Really? We’d show them.

I’d seen horsey films. In practically all of them, the underdog (underhorse?) always comes steaming through on the unexpected inside to steal the victory.

I could taste it, that victory.

I’ll show them.
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The whistle blew and off we went. Quite slowly at first. Shula was reluctant. Eventually, after loud proclamations including the cry ‘You bugger!’ quite a lot, she sped up into a gentle trot. All the others reached their cups quickly and were on the return journey, whizzing past us the other way, by the time we reached ours. My fantasy wasn’t manifesting …

That was irritating, but what happened next was twat-level, lemon-stingingly humiliating to a degree I’d not experienced before. As we rounded the pole and I retrieved the cup, Shula seemed to finally get the message that speed was of the essence and so she broke into a surprising canter for what, I suspect, was the first time in her life. Probably unused to the sudden jerkiness of the speedy movements, the saddle started to slide. Clearly, the homemade girth wasn’t quite fit for purpose. As the saddle travelled sideways, so did I. The shift of weight shocked Shula, so she bolted even faster. The girth came looser. The saddle travelled further south. The pony was basically hoola-hooping the saddle around her body, with me attached. There was, for a brief, surreal and painful few seconds, the fact that I was riding my scabby pony entirely upside down with her hooves bashing into my head on every stride. Of course, I soon fell right off and was dragged for a few horrifying moments before Shula stopped still to basically munch some grass and process the unusual fact that her saddle was hanging down between her legs.

I stood up, dripping with disgrace, took a deep breath and walked to my pony, straightened the saddle back up and left the arena, being sure not to hear any remarks or to look anyone in the eye. We walked out of the Royal Cornwall Show, crossed the road and kept walking the next mile or so home.

I might as well have had ‘TWAT’ seared on to my forehead with a branding iron, so red-hot with embarrassment was I.

It wasn’t my fault.

It wasn’t my dad’s fault.

But it was utterly absurd, and the only way I could think of to recover from the lingering nip of that drenching ignominy was to retell it. As I have done here. For your amusement, and for mine. That way I can harness anything self-conscious or uncomfortable about it. It remains silly that way, and not shaming.

Yep, I rode a horse upside down like a proper twat.




TEENAGEHOOD

There were many ongoing examples of sweet twattery throughout my teenage years, mainly when I felt vulnerable or embarrassed. Dating boys was a giant arena of squirm. In the comics I read, girls behaved differently with boys. They put on quite the display – often feigning a kind of shy stupidity to convince boys they needed protection. Or something. This was a brand of girliness I just didn’t know how to do. I knew it worked on boys though – I’d seen my own brother fall hook, line and sinker for big, gooey eyes and batty eyelashes. We came to know this behaviour as DWB – meaning Different with Boys. I was hopelessly awful at it. The pretending to be a totally other sort of person didn’t sit comfortably with me. I gave it my very best effort though. On top of the freckles, the nose scrunch, etc., I decided to deploy a ‘cute’ reaction I’d seen in a comic once. A boy was kissing a girl and when they finished, she licked her lips and said, ‘Mmm, sugar,’ while she blushed and fluttered at him. There’s always that awkward moment at the end of a kiss, isn’t there? It’s already been a bit strange, what with all the tongue intrusion and slobbery-smacking noises. Really, what I wanted to say was, ‘Mmm, sloppy,’ but I knew that wasn’t flirty enough. I needed to find something I could repeatedly use and adapt, so I decided to use various different flavours instead, depending on the boy. It did get out of hand, the more embarrassed I was:

‘Mmm, strawberry.’
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‘Mmm, lemon.’
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‘Mmm, lollipops.’
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‘Mmm, marshmallows.’
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As time went on, I started to get more literal …

‘Mmm, lager.’
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‘Mmm, chips.’
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‘Mmm … fags … ugh.’
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It didn’t work at all. Probably because it was entirely fake and utterly cringeworthy. I ended up actually scoring the kiss …

‘Umm, four out of ten … ’

‘Umm, never again, sorry … ’

‘Umm, little to no interest in repeating that … ’

‘Umm, bye … ’

This was prime twat behaviour and it has since ceased, you’ll be relieved to know.

I have boasted unashamedly in the past about folk I’ve kissed. I absolutely LOVE kissing; it might be my favourite hobby. After castrating toads or smoking crack, that is, of course … Joke. Don’t cancel me.

But seriously, I’ve been lucky enough to kiss some seriously dishy folk … usually for comedy purposes. However, no kisses EVER will surpass the raw carnality of the teenage kisses that took place up against the wall in the car park opposite Burgh Island in Devon.

My girlfriends and I would pile into my little Morris Minor (it was round and black, so it was nicknamed ‘The Bomb’) on a Saturday night, and head from Plymouth to Burgh Island, about an hour’s journey. I would park up in the corner of the dark car park and we would wait …


and wait …

and wait …



Eventually, the sea tractor would hove into sight, bringing the revellers back over the flooded causeway from the notoriously dodgy disco in the hotel on the island. The passengers would disembark and go on their way home, presumably. Except for a particular group of boys, who would head towards their motorbikes in the corner of the car park where I had strategically parked.

We would get out of the car, saunter over casually and stand by the wall next to the bikes. The boys would be ignoring us, smoking cigs and laughing. We would be ignoring them, not smoking cigs, but definitely laughing, if only to prove that we were having just as much fun as them and couldn’t care less whether they noticed us or not. This was high-level active disdain.

As if on a complicit silent secret cue, the boys dashed out their smokes, walked over to us and, without a single word being uttered, we would lock lips and snog furiously against that naughty wall for a full-on fifteen minutes. No words were ever spoken. All you could hear was the slurping of the kissing, the thrilling squeak of their leather jackets against us and the squawking of irate seagulls spying on the writhing, furtive teens below.

No actual sex happened, but plenty of sex happened, and it was MAGNIFICENT. They would unlatch from us on cue, put on their helmets and walk to their motorbikes without a backward glance, clamber on, fire up the engines and zoom off into the night, leaving us re-applying our lip gel and quivering at the electrifying sensation those throbbing engines left us with. We’d get back into The Bomb and burst into hysterical screams about how mind-blowingly exhilarating it all was. Heady stuff. I don’t think I will be kissed quite like that ever again.
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I guess it was flirting really. Without the flirting.

We behaved in a similar way when we regularly met a group of boys from Plymouth College each Friday after school in a café called GoodBodies. They sat at one table, we sat at another, PURPOSELY ignoring them. We actually used to physically turn our backs on them and mutter insulting things under our breath about them. We’d do this for an hour or so, then leave. There was virtually NO CONTACT whatsoever and yet … it was scintillating. This hour of snubbing behaviour would nourish us for a whole week until we could repeat it again. We all understood the insane rules of behaviour. No one crossed the line into actual interaction. This strange, disconnected flirting was somehow enough. The promise of it was sufficient. More than sufficient.

It was phenomenal.

We were cluster-twatting.
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Flirting has never ever been a skill I’ve mastered. I’m in awe when I witness people doing it with ease on dating shows, etc. For me, it’s the ultimate cringe, and a rich seam for my twatty leanings to surface.

When I was a smelly student at drama school, on a teacher-training course, I developed a crush on a beautiful boy on the acting course. It was standard practice for the actors to look down their noses at us since they believed that we were obviously people who had failed to get on the acting course. We weren’t. We were people who wanted to be teachers. Anyhoo, my penchant for this particular actor was consuming me. I would constantly fantasize about him, which dripped into actually dreaming about him, so he was all over and in and next to my thoughts day and night. I tried to place myself where he might notice me. I started to learn his timetable, so I knew when he might be posily slouching about, like actors do, in the common parts of the college. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a crazy. I didn’t want to wear his skin …

Well, not much.

I simply wanted the opportunity to have a conversation with him.

Call me cocky, but I genuinely believed that if he could only get to know me, he would surely fall completely in love with me. I’ve never doubted my worth (thanks, Dad), but I was having to face the fact that he simply wasn’t making himself even slightly available to fall under my seductive spell. In fact, he didn’t seem to have noticed me at all. How very odd. And unfortunate. For him.

I needed to rectify this immediately, so I made a spontaneous decision to move in on him and use my sparklin’ repartee to talk him into submission, surrender and, eventually, bed. Natch.

I took a deep breath. I would need air for this mission. I approached him. His back was to me in the foyer where he was perusing the timetables on a big noticeboard. That was to my advantage. I could arrive at his side by stealth, as he might well have fled if he’d seen me approaching.

‘Hi.’

He jumped back and turned to face me. I could see a little curl of revulsion in the corner of his eminently kissable mouth. No matter. For my ploy to work, I needed to plough on undaunted. Pretty soon, he would get the joke, laugh uncontrollably at my naughty, impish allure and spontaneously fall pretty heavily in love …

‘So, hey, we’ve been here at college together for nearly three years now and you’ve been too intimidated by what a Bobby Dazzler I am to approach me. Well, that stops right now, Mister, because I give you full permission to get to know me. Inside and out. Here we go, hold on to your hat (he wasn’t wearing one). So … my full name is Dawn Roma French, the middle name is inherited from my mother and I believe is Romany in origin, exotic, I agree. I was born in Holyhead in 1957 and, lucky for my mum, I was a baby at the time … ’

I wait for a laugh. None comes. This technique is floundering. I press on …

‘I was a chunky child, a real rusk-taker … ’

Nothing? These were my best gags. Sadly. I decided to drop the obvious jokes, just go for over-info …

‘I have a brother who is two years older than me. I have a mole in my left armpit. I have all my own teeth. I am of good stock and good reputation – as yet unsullied by rumour or gossip, although there’s plenty of me willing to do something gossip-worthy, if you get m’drift, young gentleman, m’lad … ’

Nothing. No response. I am a hopelessly beached whale. He looks as if he’s smelled something rancid. He has. My desperation. I persist …

‘No doubt you will be wanting to know about all my inoculations, swimming certificates, bank statements, brownie badges and smear tests? Yer luck’s in, matey, I got ’em all in this here pocket … ’

At this point, he slid along the wall and bolted for freedom.

Epic fail.

Shame, really. I had TONS more of this hilarious, coruscating patter about my childhood and, indeed, my entire life to impress him with. His loss …

… his one and only chance to build a fabulous relationship with an ocean-going twat.
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One very clear ‘wake-up-you-twat’ moment I had concerning kissing happened on the set of The Vicar of Dibley when we were doing a Comic Relief special that featured Johnny Depp. The real Johnny Depp. Johnny Actual Depp.

I know.

The scene required Alice (Emma Chambers) and
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