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About the Author


Disclaimer

This book is a work of non-fiction based on the life, experiences and recollections of the author. The names of some people, places, dates, sequences or the detail of events have been changed to protect the privacy of others.


Prologue

It was just a normal mirror, a round sheet of glass encased in a white plastic frame, but as I reached for it, my hand trembled.

‘Take your time, Katie,’ my psychologist Lisa said gently. ‘Look at your chest first, then work your way up slowly, inch by inch.’

But I didn’t do things by halves – I never had, and a few purple blotches on my cheeks weren’t going to change that. I mean, how different could my face be? It might be red and scarred a bit, but it would still look like me, right? Taking a deep breath, I held it up to my face.

All of a sudden, that normal little mirror became a window into hell.

Staring back at me was the most awful sight I’d ever seen. My skin was red raw and weeping like meat hanging in a butcher’s window. My eyelids were puffy, and underneath, my eyeballs protruded like two cartoonish globes. My lips were swollen like sausages and my eyelashes and eyebrows gone. I reeled, unable to recognise the face peering back at me.

‘That’s not me,’ I thought, unable to understand what I was seeing. ‘Have they given me a broken mirror? Or are they showing me a picture of someone else?’

Staring at the stranger in the mirror, I sat frozen, studying every tiny part of the disfigured face. The way my left eyeball looked milky and opaque. The circle of raw flesh surrounding my left ear. The small, shrivelled mound my nose had become. The way my cheeks had sunk into my skull: my face had melted into my neck like candle wax.

My hitherto disbelief and desperate denial shattered. I wasn’t a model and TV presenter any more. How could I be, looking like that?

‘No,’ I whimpered, my chest heaving with sobs. But no tears came: my ravaged eyes couldn’t even cry.

‘What have you done to me?’ I wailed inside. ‘Where’s my face? Get it out of the bin, and give it to me right now. I’ll fix it myself.’

‘It’s early days, love,’ my dad said, soothingly.

‘You won’t look like this forever,’ Lisa added.

But all I could hear was the thump of my heart, and the whoosh of blood in my head; their voices sounded far away. Even though I sat there in silence, in my mind I screamed and screamed. I screamed for my beautiful, stolen face, but it was gone forever.


Chapter One

Head Full of Dreams

Gold plastic tiara clamped round my feathery blonde hair, I whooshed my red cape in a circle around me.

‘Say cheese, Katie,’ Dad said, peering into his camera.

‘I’m not Katie, silly, I’m She-Ra!’ I giggled, as he snapped away. ‘I’m He-Man’s twin sister. The Princess of Power!’

It was a bright spring day in our leafy back garden, and I was trying out my brand-new dressing-up costume.

‘Will you take another picture please, Daddy?’ I beamed, whirling like a dervish as my cape danced around me. Round and round I twirled, the daffodils and daisies whizzing by in a blur of yellow and white. Even though I was only three or four years old, I already loved having my photo taken.

Born in a quiet village in Hampshire in 1983, I had had an idyllic childhood. My dad, David, owned a barber shop and my mum, Diane, was a teacher. They doted on my older brother, Paul, my younger sister, Suzy, and me.

An impish little chatterbox on a constant quest for adventure, I was mad about dressing-up. My beloved She-Ra outfit, Mum’s old clothes, my cowgirl costume, plastic bangles, glittery hair clips, smart dresses with lace collars. ‘You’re such a gorgeous little thing,’ people would always smile when I emerged from my bedroom in all my finery.

Not that I ever thought much about that – I just relished being the centre of attention, and I was forever putting on shows for my parents. Every Christmas, I drafted Suzy and Paul in for a nativity play, then absolutely refused to let them do any of the main parts: I cast Suzy as a donkey and Paul as an angel draped in a net curtain, while I took the plum roles of Mary, Joseph and Jesus for myself. When my cousin Louise came to visit, she was roped in to my games, too. Armed with a sticky mixture of flour and water, I’d tell her we were going to pretend we worked in a beauty salon and then slather her in gloop as we giggled uncontrollably. As for my poor dolls, I chopped their hair and caked them in Mum’s best make-up until they looked like badly shorn drag queens.

But I didn’t just love anything pink and glittery. I was a daddy’s girl with a tough tomboy streak, and any time Dad embarked on DIY, I was hot on his heels with a paintbrush in my hand. I spent hours dangling like a monkey from the roof of our shed or careening around on my bike, and if I ever fell, I never cried. Instead I just picked myself up and carried on. I was the sibling who lead the way to the school bus and handed the fares to the driver. I was the one who chucked myself in the deep end at the swimming pool, and I was the one who scampered to the top of the climbing frame without a backwards glance. Even back then, I was independent and sassy and fearless. I never suspected there was any badness in the world.

As the years went by, this little show-off grew into an ever bigger one. I was a die-hard Michael Jackson and later on a Spice Girls fan, and Mum and Dad became my captive audience. One afternoon, with my blonde hair in bunches, I struck a pose in front of the fireplace and, flanked by Louise and Suzy, started belting out ‘Wannabe’.

We were hopelessly out of tune with the music blaring from my CD player, but in my mind, I was Baby Spice and we were storming the stage at the Brit Awards.

‘You missed your line!’ I giggled to Louise, whom I’d transformed into Scary Spice by backcombing her brown locks into a pretend Afro.

‘Whoops!’ Louise smiled sheepishly, and we started giggling again.

We strutted across our front room with Suzy, who was draped in a Union Jack flag so she could be Geri.

‘Girl power!’ we all screeched as the song ended, and Mum and Dad started clapping and cheering.

I bowed, my little cheeks flushing with pride.

It wasn’t that I longed to be famous like my heroines; I just loved entertaining people. I relished their smiles, as well as the knowledge I’d made them happy. I basked in the warmth of their approval. Still too young to have clear ambitions, I wanted to be a vet one day and a policewoman the next. Meanwhile, I ping-ponged from one hobby to the next. Tap-dancing, horse-riding, Brownies, Judo; I attacked them all with my customary gung-ho enthusiasm, then lost interest usually just after Mum and Dad had bought the kit. Still, they never stopped encouraging me.

‘You can be anything you want to be,’ Dad used to tell me, and I believed him. I felt that I was invincible and, as I moved into my teens, my confidence didn’t waver once. Not even puberty could shake my self-esteem: as my body changed, I became more aware of my appearance. My face lost its childhood chubbiness and I started blossoming. ‘I’m quite pretty!’ I thought in delight, examining my new cheekbones, my wide-set blue eyes and my big, goofy smile in the bathroom mirror.

At primary school, I’d always had lots of friends, and at secondary school I made even more. Constantly cocooned by a gang of mates, I didn’t suffer any teen angst. Life was a giggle, even if the teachers were constantly telling me off for chattering in class, or wearing the high heels I used to sneak out of the house in my school bag and then change into. ‘She’s a lovely girl. If only we could get her to stop talking,’ my poor teachers always sighed to Mum and Dad on Parents’ Evening. There was no malice in my mischief, though – I just wanted to have fun.

By the age of thirteen, just as I did when I was little, I still loved doing my friends’ hair and make-up, even when we were limited to the cheap lipsticks that came free with Sugar magazine, or mascara we’d all clubbed together to buy from Boots. Every Saturday, my best mates Michelle, Carly, Nikkie, Vickie and I got dressed up in our smartest tracksuits and trainers and headed into the nearest town. As we sat in a café over a single plate of chips, we would gossip and giggle about anything and everything. I also used this time to plan garage sales for charity. Mad about animals, I was forever raiding Mum and Dad’s cupboards for things I could sell to raise money for the World Wildlife Fund for Nature. ‘Think of the poor little seals,’ I’d smile winningly, pilfering old clothes and tennis rackets.

Before long, we started to talk about boys, too.

‘Everyone fancies Katie,’ Michelle teased one afternoon. I chucked a chip at her. Sure enough, however, in the next few months, plenty of boys at school got their friends to ask me out. Confident and chatty, I didn’t mind the attention one bit, and after sharing some kisses by the tennis courts, I started dating a boy called Stephen when I was fourteen. Mum and Dad were quite strict, but they didn’t need to worry. It was only ever holding hands on the way to school or slow-dancing at the disco.

‘You’re so beautiful,’ Stephen told me one day, as he gave me a present. It was just a yellow cover for my mobile, but at the time it seemed like the most precious thing in the world. Of course, like most first loves, our romance fizzled out within a couple of years, and Stephen and I had broken up by the time I left school at sixteen, but I wasn’t the type to mope or give into melancholy.

I decided to follow in my dad’s footsteps and take a three-year course in hair and beauty therapy at college in Basingstoke. As it wasn’t too far away, it meant I could live at home and commute there by train. Even though I could drive, Basingstoke was just a half-hour by train from our sleepy village, which seemed like the easier option. And when I arrived I was completely overwhelmed – the bright lights of this big town seemed like another world entirely. It was time for me to spread my wings, and I couldn’t wait to taste freedom.

I took to college life straight away, and the other girls in my class were lovely. We had a ball using each other as models, experimenting with wacky hairdos and going to events like the Clothes Show. As the weeks rolled by, we learned how to do everything from waxing and styling to bridal make-up and massage.

At the end of term we staged a segment of the show Grease for the whole college. Working behind the scenes, I helped with costumes and styling, then I took to the stage as Sandy to mime and dance to ‘Beauty School Dropout’. My singing was as shocking as ever, but as I sashayed in front of the audience dressed in a 1950s skirt, white shirt and matching cravat, I felt that old familiar thrill of performing. The applause for our efforts brought the house down; as I squinted into the bright stage lights, I glimpsed Mum and Dad clapping hard, too.

‘Well done, darling,’ they said afterwards.

‘Thanks,’ I smiled, flushed with pleasure.

When it was time to sort out a few weeks’ work experience, I took the bull by the horns and wrote to the beauty department at Harrods. What was the harm in aiming for the top? Dad drove me to the interview, and to my amazement I got the job. It was like another world there – all champagne and oysters and Crème de la Mer face cream.

‘They have velvet cushions for women to put their jewellery on before they get their hair done!’ I relayed to Suzy, breathless with excitement. It was my first taste of the high life, and I loved it.

Unleashed in the big smoke for a few weeks, my social life suddenly took on a new turn, too. My friend from college, Heidi, and I would spend ages doing each other’s hair and make-up, before dancing the night away in cheesy nightclubs. We were never short of male attention.

‘You should be a model,’ lads would tell me, but I never thought much of it. At 5’3”, I knew I was much too tiny and besides, I loved beauty therapy. I loved helping other women feel good about themselves and seeing their delight when they looked in the mirror after a treatment.

In my third year, I moved into a flat in Basingstoke with another friend, Jo, and life became even more of a blur of going to class and clubbing. Jo and I spent at least four hours getting ready each time before hitting the town. We bought cheap frocks from H&M and shrank and sewed them, altering them to emulate our boho-chic idol, Nicole Richie. I was forever changing my hair, styling it into curls or chopping at my blonde fringe.

I was as confident as ever, although one thing did bother me: my tiny chest. Like two Jelly Tots on an ironing board, my boobs were less than impressive and showed no signs of improving. I was so out of proportion that I struggled to get clothes that fit me properly, and even the AA bikini tops I wore on holidays sagged pathetically. For someone who loved fashion as much as I did, it was really annoying.

‘Maybe I’ll get a boob job some day,’ I thought, in typical Katie style: there was a solution to every problem; you just had to find it, and then make it happen. What was the point in sitting around complaining about something?

After I qualified as a beauty therapist, I began working in an upmarket salon, in Basingstoke, giving facials. Popping in and out of London for training, I began a well-informed regime to look after my own skin, too. After all, it was my livelihood. Before long, I was the salon’s resident Brazilian waxer, and I saved up enough money to get my boobs increased to a modest C cup, which made me more proportionate. The procedure only took three hours, with two weeks’ recovery time – the worst thing was having to try and cut down on my beloved Marlboro Lights during that time! I didn’t tell Mum and Dad because I suspected they’d disapprove of any kind of plastic surgery, but since I always wore padded bras, anyway, they never noticed the difference. I did, though, and I loved it. I was now totally happy and confident in my body.

Working in the salon was great. I had perks like free fake tans and manicures, and my clients were so much fun, they became like proper friends. I really cared about them all, and I used to listen to their problems and dish out advice as I waxed and smoothed. But after a few years I started to get restless. I wanted to try something new so, against Mum and Dad’s advice, I jacked in my job and moved to Southampton. There I studied to be a beauty therapy teacher, and worked part-time in a raucous Spanish bar where dancing Coyote Ugly-style on the bar was encouraged. I also started seeing a student called Steve, and decided to take part in a local beauty pageant. When I was named second runner-up to Miss Winchester 2006, it was a wonderful feeling. It planted a little seed in my mind, too. I was twenty-two, and for years, people had been telling me I should be a model. What was stopping me? I loved the limelight, and it appealed to my sense of adventure. Jet-setting between photoshoots, wearing amazing designer clothes, meeting loads of cool people, doing different things every day... To a young girl from a village in Hampshire, it sounded so exciting. Even if it was a cut-throat industry, I was savvy enough to take care of myself. I’d always loved a challenge, and I was prepared to work as hard as it took. Why didn’t I just go for it?

Over the next few weeks, I trawled through pages and pages of advice and information on the internet. I didn’t know the first thing about launching a career in modelling, so I needed to do my homework. I was definitely too petite for catwalk work, but I could still do things like catalogues and adverts.

It became obvious that I needed some test shots I could email to agencies and photographers, so I found a photographer online. For a few hundred quid he would take some proper pictures of me. ‘I wonder what my best side is,’ I thought nervously, practising my smile in my bedroom mirror the night before our appointment, and ‘Am I doing this right?’ as I posed in a fancy black evening dress in front of the photographer, trying not to blink every time the flash popped.

After that, I spent more hours online, going on forums, investigating auditions and applying to join agencies. You often hear about models getting discovered on the high street and two weeks later they’re gracing the cover of French Vogue, but the reality is usually very different. Luckily, I was under no illusions. I knew success wouldn’t be handed to me on a plate, so I was constantly hunting for work, going to castings and meeting photographers for unpaid shoots to build up my portfolio.

My experiences of photoshoots were mixed: some of these sessions were great and some were a bit sleazy, with the photographer asking if I wanted to stay for dinner or a drink after the shoot. One even emailed me the photos afterwards with little hearts and flowers he had superimposed around my head like a halo, while others had more ‘out-there’ ideas for the shoots. For one, I had to pose holding a kitchen knife covered in tomato ketchup, as though it was blood. And for another I had to perch on a motorbike, looking windswept. The only problem was, the photographer only had a tiny desk-fan. It barely ruffled my fringe. And another time, the photographer told me there’d be clothes there I could change into, but when I arrived all I found was a pile of manky old underwear. I decided to keep my own clothes on, instead.

It was all good experience, though, and, after a few months of constant hustling, paid gigs started coming in. I earned money by lounging on sofas for furniture catalogues, talking on the phone for stock shots and posing for lads’ mags.

‘Nudity’s nothing to be ashamed of,’ I thought as I pulled on some fancy lingerie for a Maxim shoot. Striking sexy poses and smouldering into the lens, I didn’t feel exploited or manipulated. I was young, I was beautiful, and I was making a living – what was wrong with that? It could actually be a right giggle. The photographers would usually show me what kind of pose they wanted by demonstrating it for me, and it would be all I could do to keep from giggling to myself as they struck the poses themselves, their generous beer bellies straining over the waistband of their jeans.

Luckily, my boyfriend Steve, who was now working for his dad, didn’t feel threatened by the glamour shoots. But I knew Mum and Dad wouldn’t be so understanding. They were pretty old-fashioned and conservative, and I didn’t think they’d like to know their daughter was flashing so much flesh. I knew it would upset them, and I certainly didn’t want to do that so, just as with my boob job, I decided it was better to keep quiet than risk their disappointment.

As the months went by, my modelling career gathered momentum. Okay, it wasn’t quite as glamorous as had I hoped it would be, but I loved it. No two days were the same, and that suited me down to the ground, while the the click of the camera shutter still made me happy, just like it did when I was a little girl.

Even though I didn’t realise it at the time, I was starting to get sucked into this world. It was such a whirlwind, I barely even noticed when I stopped contacting Mum and Dad so much and started spending more and more time with my glitzy new friends. I was too naive to see it, too caught up in the thrill of it all.

In mid-2006, I landed a job presenting a satellite show called Your Night on TV.

‘I’ve made it! This is the big time!’ I squealed, and texted everyone I knew to tell them the good news.

Your Night on TV was a low-budget, late-night programme filmed in nightclubs around Southampton. As the host, I had to convince clubbers to accompany me into a makeshift booth called the ‘love shack’, then interview them about going on the pull. Babysitting drunken students who mostly wanted to swear or be sick wasn’t easy, but I loved every messy second of it.

‘I can’t believe I’m on telly!’ I thought on my first night, as I weaved my way through the sweaty throng in a nightclub. Spotting a gang of guys, I made my way over.

‘So, is there anyone here you’ve got your eye on?’ I asked, smiling brightly for the camera.

‘Your mum!’ one of them shouted, and they all started whooping and cackling. Another was so drunk, he toppled off the sofa mid-sentence, but somehow I managed to keep my composure.

‘You’re a natural, Katie,’ the producer told me afterwards, and I blushed with pride. This was even better than being photographed – I had to think on my feet, improvise and talk to people. I had to use my brain instead of just grinning into a camera, and I was hooked. I was going to be a proper TV presenter no matter what it took. In the autumn of 2006, I headed for London with Steve, two suitcases and a heart full of hope.
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