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Grace Campbell is a chaotic force of nature who is on a constant, often hilarious mission to undermine the patriarchy. Also an acclaimed stand-up, law-changing feminist activist, and co-host of the podcast Football, Feminism + Everything In Between – with her father, Alastair Campbell.

 

Last year, after a sell-out run at the Edinburgh Festival, Grace launched The Disgraceful Club, a stand-up night in Soho for female and LGBTQ+ comedians which has one mission: to encourage people to own their shame.

 

Now, in this wildly outspoken debut, part-memoir, part-manifesto, Grace, a committed over-sharer, wants to tell you about her own relationship with shame, about how she learned to understand herself better, and ultimately become her No. 1 Fan.
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For Tyler,

 

You are magic. Thanks for putting up with me.

For always answering the phone, no matter

what time it is.

 

Lylas (Love you like a sister)
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Introduction

 

The thing is, I first felt ashamed of my vagina when I had my first wank. I was seven. Now, I’m a competitive person – I love coming first – so I’m glad that I beat my friends to this milestone. But of course I didn’t know what a wank was then, so I couldn’t even brag about it.

It all happened innocently enough. I was lying in bed one night, drifting off to sleep, when I got this light, fluttery feeling in my vagina, a bit like butterflies, and instinctively I knew I had to see to it like it was a delivery man at the front door. What arrived was an urgent need to hump something. Of all my unsuspecting teddy bears, I chose Toby, who was conveniently in bed with me. Toby looked like a Tory. He had the smug face of someone who’s just done a fart and got away with it, and he wore one of those thin woollen scarves that only people who were in the Bullingdon Club wear. I humped Toby the Tory teddy until I reached a feeling of pure ecstasy. It was the best feeling I’d ever experienced. It reminded me of the time I first tried Maltesers. My insides felt glittery, and I felt like if I closed my eyes, I could levitate.

But that feeling quickly subsided and then I instantly became paralysed with shame. I hated myself for doing what I’d done – I thought it was so bad that if anyone found out, I’d be arrested and sent to Alcatraz, which I had just heard of from a boy in my class whose dad was American. I thought I’d be kicked out of my school for being so perverse. Should I put Toby under the bed? He certainly wasn’t going to any more teddy bears’ picnics. I couldn’t look at him, the posh pervert.

I have no idea where that feeling of shame came from. I really don’t know why I didn’t run downstairs and excitedly tell my mum that I had just discovered the most marvellous thing. I should have been so proud that I had found wanking without anyone telling me about it. I was a pioneer! But some part of me knew that this wasn’t something I should talk about. This was an act that I should keep between me and my vag. Us two were in this together. Shame or no shame.

After that first time, I kept doing it – a lot. That short moment of pleasure was worth it. So many things made me want to do it. Arthur the aardvark. Draco Malfoy. Kim Kardashian’s sex tape, which I saw when I was eleven. The coach in Bend It Like Beckham. Usher. Chad Michael Murray. Jesse Metcalfe and Eva Longoria in Desperate Housewives. Seth Cohen. I developed a secret sexual relationship with myself and the people that turned me on. And as my ability to give myself orgasms continued, the more I started to feel like a disgrace.

I hoped this shameful feeling would go away when I finally had sex. I thought that once sex happened, I’d feel like all of the adults I’d been wanking to. I’d be like Kim Kardashian. But when I started having sex, a new kind of shame arrived. Shame that I was doing everything wrong. Shame that my vagina was a scientific anomaly that no one would ever be able to understand. Shame that I would never be good at sex because I’d been humping things for too long. Shame that I would one day accidentally fanny fart so hard the dick would come out . . . That one came true. More on that later . . .

And although I had been practising my wanking skills like a competitive Olympian, my insecurities that I wasn’t sexy enough, combined with the thought that I was the only girl in the world who had been wanking all of these years – which I still genuinely thought – meant that, for me, sex and shame were intertwined.

I’m sure you’ve felt similar feelings of shame too? Maybe about how you look during sex. Or how many people you want to shag, or if you don’t want to shag at all. You might be ashamed of the things that other people have done to you. And, beyond sex, you might have other sorts of shame.

Shame about how you cope with rejection. Shame about the horrible thoughts you have. Shame because you lied to your mum one time that you needed money to go for a pizza with your friends and you just spent it on cigarettes, chain-smoked them all, then lied to her about how good your margherita with doughballs was.

And you know what? We all deserve better than that. Well, most of you – some of you are probably beyond recovery (*cough* middle-aged man from Eton reading this book to try to understand the daughter he’s failed to emotionally connect with). But the rest of you, reading this book, whoever you are, let me start by telling you one thing:

You deserve better than to feel ashamed of something that is completely normal.

This book is about all the shame we hold onto that doesn’t belong in us. By letting you in on a lot of the shame I had, I hope you’ll be able to let the shame you’ve experienced go. It might be similar to mine; it might be totally different. Whatever it is, it’s all bullshit.

So, this is the deal: in reading this book, you will get to know a lot about me and my life. You’ll get to know the good, the grim and the gorgeous. Lucky you. Some parts of my life have been pretty random. At the start I talk about politics, and after that privilege, as they were the things in my childhood that made me feel very lucky and sometimes very confused and scared. Chances are you probably didn’t grow up in that kind of environment, but I’m pretty sure there were things in your childhood that had an impact on how you dealt with things as you got older. I know, I should be, like, Dr Phil or something.

You may have also noticed that on the cover of this book is an image of me on a dick-shaped cloud. Or a cloud-shaped dick? What do you think it is? I’ve already had multiple arguments with people about this. There are a lot of dicks in this book. Dick pics, dick owners and so many dickheads. There is also a lot of rejection. Some traumatic sexual experiences (with a trigger warning included), some substance abuse, some self-loathing and a whole lot of jealousy.

But this is also a happy book. What with all of these twats who’re running things right now, I don’t want to bring more gloom into your life. Plus, I am generally a very happy person. Some say my smile can light up a million rooms. It was actually me that said that, but I think it’s true. I light up my own room, that’s for sure.

This book isn’t just about shame. It’s about female friendships, it’s about love, it’s about family and it’s about incredible fucking sex. Because the truth is, I’m not at all ashamed of my vagina any more. In my bedroom I have a pot that was sculpted in the image of my vagina – that’s how obsessed with my vagina I am.

So, you can expect a lot from me, because, as my parents say, I am ‘a lot’. But this isn’t a normal memoir, a step-by-step journey through my life. I’m too young to write one of those, for a start, plus I don’t feel like it. I don’t cover everything and there are some things I don’t talk about at all. Some stories are short, and some are long, a bit like my relationships. You’ll find some scripts along the way of how I wish conversations had gone, and some cute lists – lists that I’ve made to try to organise my shame. There’s the occasional lesson, too. There aren’t many, don’t worry; I hate preaching, and this isn’t a self-help book. Who ever learnt anything from a self-help book?

But my first story, you can learn from. This is my most important piece of advice:

DON’T FUCK A GUY IF HE CHATS SHIT ABOUT YOUR DAD

Let me set the scene. Because I want you to know who I was when I made this ill-fated sexual decision. I don’t want you to read the title of this chapter and think, ‘Who is this girl, bankrupt of morality? How can this sprightly young thing who’s obsessed with herself make such a terrible miscalculation?’ You need context.

I grew up in North-west London. This is, if you don’t already know, the best part of London. I should add that everyone from North London is also very arrogant.

We lived right next to Hampstead Heath, which is a countryside utopia in the centre of London. Hampstead Heath would be offended if you called it a park; it’s so much more than a park. It has ponds. Notice the plural there? We have multiple ponds that you can swim in. I was born in a hospital looking out over the heath, I grew up right next to it, and my secondary school, the comprehensive Parliament Hill School for Girls, backed out onto it. Hampstead Heath was where I became the glamorous gladiator that I now am.

And, sorry to brag again, but the best thing about Hampstead Heath were my friends. You’ll meet them in a minute, but all you really need to know is that they made me feel safe. They made me feel like I had a normal upbringing.

This was important to me because, whatever I insist, there was something very abnormal about my upbringing. Throughout my childhood my dad, Alastair Campbell, had become someone of huge interest to the country because of his work with Tony Blair and the Labour Party, and also because of his general character. At the height of his power and fame, there were a lot of people who hated him. There were people who wanted him dead. We’ve got a long time to hang out together in this book, so I’ll venture into the politics of my childhood later on. But right now, I just want to say this to you: when you are a child, politics means nothing to you. The Prime Minister could be in your house, sitting at your kitchen table, eating your Bourbon biscuits, flashing his massive teeth, and you just think he’s another man in a suit who’s turned up uninvited, without snacks, to interrupt your Rugrats viewing and talk about the polling.

All that mattered to me when I was younger was that I felt safe in my surroundings. And while my parents did so much to make me feel safe and loved, sometimes the situation we were in was unsettling. I didn’t know how to deal with a lot of that when I was young. I mean, how can you when you’re still watching Hannah Montana?

That’s why I was obsessed with my friendship group. I was incredibly lucky to have that bubble when I did, because it meant I could grow up relatively oblivious to what other people thought about my dad. Obviously, I knew there were people who weren’t his fans, but my friendship group made me feel so normal, and so secure, that I never really felt the intense impact of that.

Of course, that couldn’t last forever, and when I finished school my bubble half burst. Those who could afford it, and had parents who could support them in doing so, took a gap yah and went to Thailand, Brazil or Cambodia. I went to Jamaica, because I’m original and I love reggae.

Then, after our gap yahs, most of the people I knew went to the same three universities: Sussex, Manchester or Leeds. I moved to Paris to study French at university. Je parle français, no need to make a big deal out of it. Please, stop. Fuck, I’m so shy. Oui, j’adore français.

I was at university in Paris for three months and I missed my friends desperately. I’d gone away without them on my gap yah but being in the Caribbean alone was fun, and people there were friendly and made me feel safe. Being in Paris without my friends made me feel unprotected.

In fact, I can’t wait – let me give you a quick run-through of who they are right now:

There’s Tyler, who I’ve known since I was very small. Tyler’s really pretty but also with an edge, like Dolly Parton. I don’t think anyone who has met Tyler dislikes her. She’s the nicest person, but has always had the best instincts about people, and I basically take her judgements of people as the bible. Tyler didn’t go to my secondary school (which I was fuming about), but throughout school she was still a permanent fixture in my life.

There’s Anna, my beautiful and mouthy half-Greek, half-German school friend. Anna’s loved by everyone, apart from the people that she dislikes. Anna will literally fight to defend my honour. In fact, just a few months before we all dispersed for uni, Anna physically fought a guy who had called me a slag at a party.

Then there’s Emily, who I’ve known since before I was born. Our mums were best friends at school and we’ve lived on parallel roads our whole lives. Emily looks like she lives in LA, she knows everything about everything and she’s NEVER tried alcohol or drugs in her life. You might think this is normal – perhaps you’re one of my Amish fans – but in my friendship group, Emily was a mystery.

Next there’s Jack. Jack is not built to be around sensitive people. He is incredibly honest and authentic and has the power to assassinate your character before you’ve even sat down to dinner, not because he wants to, but because he speaks his mind and is incapable of not doing so. Jack came out when we were eighteen. He has always been fiercely loyal, loving and the person that everyone wants to talk to at a party.

And then there’s Leo. My very handsome straight best friend who is effortlessly cool and fancied by many. Leo and I were friends throughout school, and after we finished school he became very valuable in my safety bubble.

Anyway, sorry, I got a little distracted there, boasting about my gorgeous friends. Back to the story. When I got to Paris, I got crippling anxiety. Panic attacks so bad I felt I’d been drugged 24/7. The first one happened on the metro and lasted 5 hours and the whole time I was convinced if I left the underground world of the metro I would die. After that I became terrified of things like roofs falling in on me when I was inside a building, or the sky falling down when I was outside. Nowhere was safe for me. I found a therapist on Craigslist (big mistake) who I went to see and she convinced me that I was having a nervous breakdown, which made my mental state worse. My mum came to see me, and we worked out that I had anxiety. I went on medication, and I started to stabilise.

But really, what I needed in this time, was my friends. I was in no way ready to deal with life without them. And because I am lucky enough to have parents who could afford for me to come back, I did. It wasn’t an easy decision – I felt like a failure – but I was anxious and miserable and we all knew where I needed to be. Hint: it begins with NW. Leo came to Paris, helped me pack up all of my things and brought me back home. Paris one. Grace nil.

As I’ve mentioned, when I began to have sex, aged eighteen, it wasn’t quite what I’d hoped it’d be. By the time I got back from Paris, I was massively disappointed – let down even – by the sex I’d had so far. I was angry; so angry that I wanted to talk to the Manager of Sex. It didn’t stop me doing it, it was just that I was doing it like it was another language I needed to become fluent in. Maybe as a replacement for French, je ne sais pas. I wondered if, the more I did it, the sooner the secret meaning would appear and sex would make sense. I just had to practise. But this is a tragic and futile investigation when you’re having sex with boys whose entire understanding of sex comes from Pornhub.

They go from telling you at school that they lost their virginity to ‘someone on a family holiday’, which is an utter lie, to telling you they ‘want to make you cum’ when I’m pretty sure they don’t even know the clit from the belly button. They think achieving the female orgasm is as easy as unlocking an iPhone; you just press your finger down long enough and voila! She’ll squirt. (By the way, I am referring to the iPhone 7, not the ones with face ID. Although sometimes I do think men would like to just show their face to a clit and make it come . . . but then, that would require them to actually look at a vagina, with its hair and its skin, and . . . I’m not convinced all of them want to do that.)

Looking back, I realise I was too terrified to take control. I thought I was a freak who had been illegally humping things for years, and that if I let on that I knew how to make myself come, they’d tell everyone how much of a disgrace I was. Worse still, despite the fact that sex didn’t give me the euphoric feeling that wanking did, I was already hooked on male validation. Ugh. The touch of a man. It was like eating a Twix and taking a fat line of cocaine at once. Feeling wanted by a man gave me a purpose. But just like cocaine, I got my quick fix and then the moment would pass, and I would be left feeling anxious and alone.

There were so many bad lovers. So many unsatisfying shags. The most unsatisfying of all was a man I met in Brighton. Let’s call him ‘unnamed man’. Not because I want to conceal his identity, I just can’t remember his name. In my list of people I’ve shagged, he is down as ‘Twat in Brighton’.

Not long after my dejected return from Paris, my friend Harriet had a fancy-dress party in Sussex. A reunion of the North-London massive. Surely that would cure my anxiety and restore my joy? This was clearly wildly delusional, though I was definitely very happy to be back on the soil that I’ve been pissing on my whole life.

Me, Emily, Jack and Leo drove down to Brighton in Emily’s tiny, rickety car – a red Toyota we called Cherry, because Emily had lost her virginity in it. Emily was, of course, our designated driver, thanks to her early commitment to sobriety. We started drinking in the car, and even though it was still daylight when we got there, Jack, Leo and I were walking around Brighton like it was four in the morning and we were at a rave. We got to the party around midnight.

I had dressed up as a nun, so naturally all I wanted to do was have sex. I was like Julie Andrews’s double in the porn version of The Sound of Music. The Pound of Music. I got to the party and floated around, as nuns do. Across the dance floor I caught eyes with a guy who looked like he thought he was too cool to dance and so was standing bopping his head. He was good-looking in a basic white boy kind of way. He was tall and had good skin, which was a real currency then, when most people were going through post-pubescent skin breakouts. He looked like he loved football and hanging out with the lads. He looked at me across the dance floor.

Five minutes later, unnamed man and I were on our way out. It was like an Amazon Prime dick delivery. I ordered a dick, I blinked and the dick was there, albeit in a shit vampire costume. On the way out I signalled to Jack to tell him that I was leaving but promised I would be back.

Unnamed man and I got out into the street and were suddenly surrounded by silence. We started walking to his place, but making conversation felt like manual labour. I don’t think he wanted to know anything about me. He was barely looking at me. I worried that he was regretting this spontaneous decision, now that he was out in the painful silence with me. Did I look different in the streetlights? Did he want to go back to the party? Maybe I wanted to go back to the party. I had a sudden longing for my friends who were back there. I missed the drugs and the spiced rum that I’d spent £10.99 on. Then I started worrying that my friends would forget about me, now that I’d left them for this . . . I didn’t even know his name.

He got a cigarette out, which distracted me.

‘Can I have one?’

‘I’ll share this one with you.’

‘You have a whole packet of cigarettes. I’ll have my own one, please.’ He disliked me, I could tell. But he wasn’t turning back.

‘So . . . who did you vote for in the General Election last year?’ I asked, because that is how I flirt. He was not finding it sexy.

‘That’s a weird question.’ This conversation was clearly off to a banging start.

‘Oh, okay . . . so you’re a Tory?’

‘No, I’m not a Tory.’

‘So why won’t you tell me who you voted for? I won’t fuck you if you’re a Tory.’ I was 98 per cent bullshitting here. I probably would still have hate-fucked him if he was a Tory. I wouldn’t have enjoyed it, but I would have made a thing out of it. I would have an anecdote about fucking a Tory that I could live off for many years to come. My kids would grow used to hearing about ‘that one time that Mummy fucked a Tory’.

‘Are you a Tory?’ he asked.

‘Tell me who you voted for first.’ I wanted to be persistent, to show him I was dominant.

‘I voted Green.’

‘Oh, of course you did. Fuck, I’m so silly. You’re a student living in Brighton!’

‘Are you, like, a politician or something?’ Here I was, in the presence of a genius. I started laughing uncontrollably. He didn’t like that.

‘Sure,’ I said, ‘I’m a politician that you just met at a student party! I crashed the party to focus-group the youth, find out what you are all interested in.’ He didn’t laugh with me. ‘I’m Benjamin Button!’ Still nothing. ‘Of course I’m not a fucking politician,’ I gestured to my giant black dilated pupils. I waited for him to react. An ‘mmm’ would have been nice.

What the fuck does this guy want from me? Does he want me to stop talking? Is he offended? Have I embarrassed him? If he is embarrassed, then maybe he deserves to be. It was a stupid question. No, I am being silly. This is really weird. He’s weird, right? Or am I weird?

‘My dad is Alastair Campbell . . .’ I finally broke the silence with something I knew he couldn’t ignore.

‘Your dad’s Alastair Campbell?!’ unnamed man said. Fuck, he’s a fan. This is going to be awkward.

‘Your dad’s a fucking wasteman!’ He threw his cigarette into the road.

‘Wasteman’, if you don’t know, is a word that originates from Jamaican patois. It is used to describe men who are a waste of space and haven’t done much with their lives.

It has also been appropriated by middle-class white boys, and apparently they were now using it to describe my dad. This loser was calling my dad a wasteman? I stopped walking. I presumed this meant our Amazon dick-livery would be cancelled. But he carried on. ‘I’m sure he’d feel the same about you!’ I shouted.

‘I’m sure he would, I’m about to fuck his daughter.’

•

I wish this story ended with me spitting on this twat’s fresh pair of Converse, telling him to go fuck himself instead and turning around to go back to the party. I wish I’d known that this man wasn’t going to make me feel safe. My friends back at the party would have made me feel safe. The friends who knew how much anxiety I had around who my dad is and what people think about him. I should have gone back to them. Especially because they had the rum.

But I didn’t. I carried on, back to the unnamed man’s house. A shithole of a house with ketchup sprayed all over the kitchen floor. I asked him for a glass of water and he said he didn’t have cups. He filled a giant square Tupperware with water and passed it to me.

‘Do you expect me to drink this like a fucking dog?’

‘Sorry, we haven’t bought cups yet.’ I realised this is how people in student houses were living, and I vowed to myself that I would never live in such an unglamorous Tupperware lifestyle. He led me up to his room which was a concrete box with a bed in it that had probably survived both world wars. We started doing what we’d come here to do, but I was so detached from the situation I was like Moaning Myrtle, floating on the ceiling, watching this less-than-average sex play out.

My vagina was as dry as his conversation on our walk had been, but he still just stuck it in, because I don’t think nineteen-year-old boys know about foreplay, lubricant, even just a bit of spit would have helped. His dick was like a mini-baguette that hadn’t quite risen. He became frustrated that he couldn’t get hard. I tried to kiss him and he refused. The sex ended unsatisfyingly. I knew it would also probably give me thrush. He brought me back to the party. I walked in and left him without looking back. I found Jack and Emily, who were sitting at the back of the garden with a group of boys we went to school with. Jack fixed my hair. ‘What happened?’ asked Emily.

‘Yeah, we tried to fuck. It didn’t happen. Also, he called my dad a wasteman.’

‘What?? He slagged off Alastair? You should have bit his stinky dick off,’ Jack said.

He was right.

•

The morning after that night in Brighton I felt like pure shit. I felt guilty for so many things. Guilty that I’d ditched my friends to have sex with someone who was rude about my dad. Guilty that I’d left the people who care about me the most for some quick fix from someone who cared more about his Tupperware cup than me.

Mostly I was ashamed that I didn’t back myself more, that I didn’t know this wasn’t acceptable. But the truth is, I was in a bad place and I didn’t rate myself enough to say no to just a bit of attention. That’s what happens when we don’t rate ourselves highly – we self-destruct. You’ve done that, too, right? For my sanity, I hope your answer is yes.

What I can see, looking back on that night, is that I was avoiding confronting a lot of things about myself. Firstly, who my dad was, and what impact that had on my childhood and mental health. Then there was my drinking and drug-taking, and why I always seemed compelled to take things to an extreme level in the hope that it would distract me from the impending doom of loneliness in my head. And finally, the fact that I used men as a distraction to really acknowledge how I felt about myself.

I hope that story doesn’t put you off me. I care a lot about what people think of me, you know? That might surprise you if you’ve ever met me, because I am good at giving off the vibe that I don’t care what people think of me. I try really hard to give the impression that I don’t give a shit. But I do. Maybe you can relate to that, too.

Either way, if that story made you like me or not, I want to thank you for picking up this book, it means so much to me. I hope you stay with me, in my world, for this book. I love you and I hope you love me, too.
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