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            FOREWORD

         
 
         This new edition of Nikki Grahame’s book is an update on what’s been happening following the release of Dying to be Thin in 2009. Nikki has achieved unimaginable success since her last hospital admission at the age of 19; she has proved to herself that life can be wonderful and there is good to be found in this world. After so many years of misery and battles with herself and every single person who tried to help her, countless doctors and health professionals, her family and school friends, finally she has made a place for herself and glimpsed happiness. She has also become an aunty to my lovely little boy, Sunny Wren.
         
 
         And for a while Nikki seemed to overcome the illness that has owned her and monopolised our family life for so long but something I have learnt – in the seemingly endless years that she has battled anorexia – is that it never really goes away. Not completely. Especially not when the illness takes over a person, as it did my sister. It is always with her, like her shadow, a closest friend and at the same time, a most hated enemy. And time again that shadow has cast its darkness over her. Once again, with an outpatient’s admission to an eating disorders unit, she must find the strength to fight, literally for her life. And whilst it is no doubt hardest of all for Nikki herself, it is utterly heartbreaking for us, her family.
         
 
         Nikki is the strongest person I have ever known, so brave and determined, but she is still my little baby sister and fragile in my eyes. My instinct to protect her is as strong as ever. I know that my nagging her to put on weight, cut down on exercise and take better care of herself must be tedious and I’m frequently told exactly what to do with that advice. Anorexics often need to feel a sense of control, with their desire for control being projected onto their relationship with food. Through my family’s experience with Nikki’s illness we have seen that our best intentions to help her have sometimes had the opposite effect: leading to her fighting us harder, and the anorexia becoming stronger. Trying to give Nikki the space and understanding she needs whilst attempting to manage our own fears for her has proved to be a challenging balancing act!
 
         The years of illness have taken their toll on our relationship. At too young an age, sisterly mischief and fun was pushed aside for envy and resentment. Nikki was jealous of my freedom; that I was at home, at school, out with friends, amongst the living and not the dying. In turn I resented her for taking my parents away from me (I would spend days on end alone in the house whilst Mum was at the hospital tending to Nik). With the development of her illness, it felt as if the world forgot about me. Of course, I felt guilty for being free and healthy and whilst frantically worried about her, I was also envious of the attention she was getting. I was desperately concerned about my mum, who was helpless in the face of Nikki’s determination to starve to death, too. These confusing and negative feelings made me so angry with my sister.
         
 
         Our relationship is still troubled; perhaps it always will be. I hope that in time my son will bring us closer together – Nikki is a wonderful aunty. Due to the damage caused by her illness she is unable to conceive naturally, a consequence not often considered by anorexics whilst caught up in the condition. Being Sunny’s aunty may well be the closest she ever comes to motherhood. Sometimes I am overwhelmed with sadness at the harm and suffering this illness has caused my sister and our family.
 
         There were many contributing factors to Nikki’s recent struggles. The experience of writing the first edition of this book was extremely painful for her and during that process she was reacquainted with various bad habits and unhealthy rituals that have always been so hard for her to let go of. Life in the public eye has also proved to be quite stressful – whilst she thrives in front of a camera, the uncertainty of a career in show business can be very unsettling. Combined with the fickle and loud voice of the media in this country, it’s really no surprise that someone as vulnerable as Nikki has succumbed to such a serious relapse.
 
         For a long time I believed she was finally OK, although I would still have the occasional nightmare about crumbling bones and feeding tubes, which after 20 years of trauma seems fairly natural! But over the last couple of years she has slipped further and further from us and the sad reality is that we could lose her. I hope there has been some catharsis for Nikki in the writing of this second edition. We have always known that before she can begin to receive help, she must first admit to herself that there is a problem, which she has done in the following pages. I am so proud of her for this and for everything else she has achieved in life.
         
 
         Nikki is a patron of the National Osteoporosis Society and an ambassador for Body Gossip, and hopes to raise awareness of anorexia and other eating disorders through this book.
 
         
             

         
 
         Natalie Grahame, May 2012

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            PROLOGUE

         
 
         I was clutching the gleaming metal award so tightly in my hands that my knuckles had turned white.
         
 
         In front of me, around each of the six golden tiers of the Royal Albert Hall, were more than five thousand people, clapping, cheering and even screaming my name.
 
         Through the bright lights I could see Simon Cowell, David Walliams and Billie Piper, all applauding … me!
 
         It was the most amazing moment of my life.
 
         I’d just been presented with the award for Most Popular TV Contender 2006 at the National Television Awards for my time in the Big Brother house earlier that year.
         
 
         My mum and I had spent hours searching for the perfect dress for that night and here I was in a £275 Betsey Johnson bluey-green silk gown and a pair of £375 Gina shoes. It was the most I’d ever spent on an outfit and I had never, ever felt so special.
         
 
         I’d been dropped off at the Royal Albert Hall in a limousine and as I walked down the red carpet, hundreds of people stood 20 deep at either side, calling my name and elbowing one another out of the way to ask me to sign autographs. Beyond them was a bank of paparazzi photographers taking my photograph from every angle.
         
 
         For anyone, that night would have been special. But for me it was miraculous. Because for so long no one had even imagined I would still be alive then, let alone receiving a coveted television award.
 
         I had been just eight years old when I began a determined and resolute campaign to starve myself to the brink of death. Or beyond that if need be, as I wasn’t much bothered if I lived or died.
 
         At that time, the late 1980s, I was one of the youngest people in Britain to have ever been diagnosed with anorexia nervosa – a psychiatric illness which makes people, usually teenagers, desperate to become as thin as possible and develop an obsessive fear of gaining any weight at all.
 
         For the best part of the next decade I stumbled around a miserable circuit of hospitals, specialist units, my own home and foster care, as doctor after doctor tried and failed to make me eat.
 
         My childhood was shattered and I grew up in institutions surrounded by kids with the most horrific mental problems. At night there was no one to kiss my head as I curled up in my hospital bed. In the morning there was no one to cuddle me when I woke up sleepy and scared.
 
         I became brutalised, like a wild child who had lost touch with normal behaviour. I’d scream and scratch and yell and fight when people tried to make me eat.
 
         A perfectionist from the start, I was determined not just to be anorexic. I wanted to be the best anorexic Britain had ever known. Many of my doctors think I achieved that. They stuck tubes up my nose, stitched tubes into my stomach and pumped me so full of drugs to control me that I became like a zombie. But still I wouldn’t willingly give in to their demands that I should eat.
         
 
         Once I lay in a hospital bed just 15 minutes from death as my mum begged me to cling on to life. Twice I took overdoses in a bid to end my misery. The first time I was just 13 years old.
 
         But gradually, miraculously, I discovered that there could be a special life for me outside of hospitals and institutions if I chose to live it.
 
         This is the story of that choice, and it is the choice I hope and pray other kids with anorexia will one day find the strength to take. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1
 
            FUN, FOOD AND FAMILY

         
 
         Looking back to the house at 37 Stanley Road before everything went wrong, it always seems to have been summer. Back then everything was good, better than good. I had one of those childhoods you normally only see in cereal adverts.
         
 
         We didn’t have bags of money or live in a huge mansion, but we had fun. There were summer holidays to Greece, Mum and Dad would cuddle up on the sofa to watch a video on a Saturday night, I had a grandad I adored who had an endless supply of corny jokes, and sometimes my older sister/occasional friend/usually arch enemy Natalie even let me play with her collection of scented erasers!
 
         There was Mum and Dad and Natalie and me (and Rex, our dog). And it worked. My mum, Sue, was tall and slim. She was shy compared with other kids’ mums but she doted on me and Nat. She worked as a dinner lady but was always home in time to cook our tea – and she was an amazing cook. Nothing fancy, but proper home cooking that we all sat around the table to eat. Every night it was something different – spaghetti Bolognese, lasagne or a macaroni cheese that was worth running the full length of Stanley Road for.
         
 
         Then there was my dad, Dave. And while of course I loved Mum, with Dad it was something more – I adored him.
 
         Mum always laughs that the love affair between me – Nicola Rachel-Beth – and Dad started within minutes of my arrival at Northwood Park Hospital on 28 April 1982. After Natalie, Dad had been hoping for a boy but when I burst into the world screaming my lungs out he was, for some reason, totally smitten. From that point onwards I was the apple of his eye.
 
         After the birth, the nurses wheeled Mum away to stitch her up. She left Dad sitting in a corner of the room by a window, holding this little bundle with jet-black, sticky-up hair and chubby cheeks.
 
         When Mum was brought back an hour later, the sun had gone down and the room was pitch-black but Dad hadn’t even got up to switch the light on. He was still sitting in exactly the same position, transfixed by the new arrival – me.
 
         As I got older the bond only grew stronger. But it was kind of OK because there was an unspoken agreement in our house – Mum had Natalie and Dad had me.
 
         I couldn’t leave Dad alone. And for him little ‘Nikmala’ was pure delight.
 
         By the time I was four or five, every time Dad left the house to go to work or pop down the pub I’d go belting down the road after him, begging to be allowed to stay with him.
 
         I’d spend hours standing outside the betting shop at the corner of our street after Dad disappeared inside, rolled-up racing pages clenched in his hand as if armed ready for battle. Kids weren’t allowed in and the windows were all covered over, but whenever the door was pushed ajar I’d sneak a glimpse of that mysterious male world of jittery TV screens, unfathomable numbers and solitary gamblers, all engulfed in thick cigarette smoke.
         
 
         It became a standing joke in our family that whenever Dad emerged from the bookies’ with a brisk, ‘Right, off home now, Nikmala,’ I’d reply, ‘Can’t you take me to another betting shop, Dad? Please?’
 
         By the age of five I’d started going running with Dad. He loved keeping fit and so did I.
 
         Dad worked shifts at a big bank in London, looking after its computer system. It meant he wasn’t around a lot of the time but the moment he stepped inside the door I was all over him.
 
         Everyone wanted to be around Dad, to laugh at his jokes and hear his stories. Well, at the time I thought it was everyone, but looking back I think it was probably just women. In fact even at seven I knew that Dad was a bit of a ladies’ man. He couldn’t take us for a plate of chips at the Wimpy without chatting up the girl behind the counter.
 
         You name her, Dad would try to turn on the charm for her – my nursery school teacher, the lifeguards when he took me swimming on a Sunday morning, holiday reps; pretty much anyone really. But at that point it just seemed harmless, a bit of a fun. I had no idea what was really going on in my parents’ marriage and how it would soon tear our family apart.
 
         We also spent a lot of time with my Grandad, my mum’s dad. He always had a pipe sticking out of the corner of his mouth and Natalie and I called him ‘Popeye’. He had just one tooth in his bottom gum which he’d wiggle at me, ignoring my squeals, as I sat on his lap, cosy in the folds of his woolly cardigan.
         
 
         Up until I was seven everything was fun. With just two years separating us, Natalie and I were constant playmates. Then, as now, our relationship veered between soul mates one day and sworn enemies the next, but hey, at least things were never boring.
 
         We were always very competitive with each other. Natalie was a jealous toddler the day I first appeared home from hospital in the back of the family Morris Minor. And we still fight over Mum’s attention now. Mum always went out of her way to treat us fairly and make sure we both felt included in everything. But it was never enough to stop the bickering. If I even thought about touching one of Natalie’s favourite Barbie dolls, she’d go mad. But I was just as protective over my toys.
 
         When I was five or six I would pore over the family photo albums and jealously interrogate Mum about any pictures I didn’t appear in.
 
         ‘Why are you cuddling Natalie in this picture and I’m not there?’ I’d demand. ‘You weren’t born then, Nikki,’ Mum would explain.
 
         In another picture from that old album Dad is pushing me in the buggy while Mum holds Nat’s hand. ‘But why weren’t you pushing me that day, Mum?’ I said. Even though I had Dad’s total devotion, I wanted Mum’s too. And if that meant trampling all over Natalie to get it, so be it.
 
         My competitive nature and quick temper had probably been bubbling under since birth. I cried pretty much continuously for the first fortnight after I was born, which should have given Mum a bit of a clue what she was in for.
         
 
         And as a toddler I was pretty tough. Certainly any three-year-old who ever went for a spin in my favourite bubble car at the Early Learning Centre in Watford never made that mistake twice. Mum found me pulling one kid out of the car by his jumper before leaping in and driving off round the shop myself.
         
 
         At play school I had to stand in the toilet on my own one morning for putting a wooden brick on one of the other kids’ heads. Another time I was hauled up for kicking one of the boys.
 
         At infant and then junior school I was always up to something, getting into scrapes. Dad called me his ‘little bruiser’ but I knew he was proud of me for sticking up for myself. But I was popular in class too – I had a big group of friends and I was always the leader.
 
         I was in the Brownies, went to the church’s holiday club, loved swimming at weekends and was always out playing on my bike after school with kids from our street. My friends Zanep and Julidah from down the road were always round our house and we’d play for hours in the twin room I shared with Natalie.
 
         Our house was a fairly typical chalet bungalow in the north-western suburbs of London, with two bedrooms overlooking the street at the front and above these a big attic which we used as a playroom. Our garden was magical. Back then it seemed huge to me, with its long slope of grass stretching from a wooden-boarded summerhouse all the way down to the living room window. To one side of the garden was a ‘secret’ passageway which got narrower and narrower until it reached the special spot Natalie and I used for burying treasure – well, Mum’s old jewellery from the 1970s. In another corner there were swings, a slide and a climbing tree.
         
 
         On the patio at the top of the garden, we would help Dad light bonfires in the winter and in summer we would stage our theatrical productions there, prancing and dancing up and down.
 
         Sometimes I think that house in Stanley Road will haunt me for the rest of my life – I was so happy there and I was a kid there. Because what I didn’t know then was that the time spent living in that house up until I was seven was my childhood – all of it.
         
 
         The only thing that made it OK to be called inside from that magical garden was the thought of one of Mum’s dinners. Up until the age of seven I would eat pretty much anything she put in front of me. I was never one of those ‘just three chips and half an organic sausage’ type of kids.
 
         I’d fed well as a baby and as soon as I went on to solids, anything Mum served up, I’d eat. On Sunday it would be a big roast and then midweek we would have home-made burgers, meatballs or liver and veg. And that would be followed by a proper dessert – a steamed pudding or fruit with custard. I loved Mum’s food. We all did.
 
         And going out to restaurants was a real treat too. I was only two when we all went on holiday to Crete and I ordered a huge plate of mussels in a restaurant. ‘You might not like those, Nikki darling,’ Mum warned, but I wasn’t going to be dissuaded.
 
         When my meal arrived everyone in the restaurant was staring at this tiny little toddler tucking into a huge plate of shellfish – but I loved it.
         
 
         Back then food was fun and a big part of our family life. But within a few short years there was no fun left in either food or our family.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
 
            THINGS FALL APART

         
 
         ‘Will you please stand on your feet and not on your head?’ Mum yelled at me one Saturday morning. ‘You spend more time upside down than the right way up,’ she grumbled.
         
 
         It was about the millionth time she’d had a go at me about it, half jokingly, half worried I might do myself some permanent damage by spending so much time performing handstands. I’d even watch TV upside down. And when I wasn’t doing that I would be cartwheeling and backflipping my way up and down the wooden floor of our hall.
 
         ‘OK,’ Mum finally said, ‘if you love all this acrobatics so much we might as well put it to some use.’ The following week she’d signed me up for the Northwood Gymnastics Club. I was beyond excited. I was still only six years old but getting dressed up in a royal-blue leotard, my long, dark-brown hair pulled back in a pony tail, I felt so important – like a proper gymnast.
 
         All those hours spent on my head had obviously been worth it, because I quickly showed a real ability at gymnastics. And I loved it all – the training, the competitions and just messing around with the other girls afterwards. Cartwheels, somersaults and flips on the mats, vaulting and the asymmetric bars – I couldn’t get enough of it.
         
 
         Within a couple of weeks the coach must have decided I had some natural talent because I was selected to become part of the gym’s squad.
 
         I was so proud of myself. It was amazing. But being part of the squad instantly meant a lot more pressure. I was representing the London Borough of Hillingdon and there was a gala every six months and a new grade to work for every couple of months. And that meant a lot more training. Within a couple of months this had shot up from gymnastics once a week to sessions three evenings a week and for three hours on a Saturday morning. We’d often do a full hour of tumbling followed by an hour of vaulting. It was exhausting and any sense of enjoyment quickly seeped away.
 
         Being the way I was, I couldn’t be happy unless I was the best in the squad and unfortunately there were girls there who were clearly better than me. One Saturday morning we were in the changing rooms, messing around in our leotards at the end of a tough, three-hour session. One of the other girls was standing behind me, staring at me, when she suddenly said, ‘Haven’t you got a big bum, Nikki?’
 
         I could feel myself going bright red but I just laughed and pulled my shell suit on quickly. How embarrassing.
 
         That evening I crept into Mum’s bedroom when she and Dad were watching telly downstairs. I opened their wardrobe door and stood in front of the full length mirror bolted to its inside.
         
 
         I analysed my bum carefully. Then I stared at the slight curve of my tummy and then my fleshy upper arms.
 
         Maybe that girl at gymnastics was right – maybe my bum was a bit on the lardy side. Maybe that was why I still couldn’t get those flips right.
 
         After all, that other girl’s arms were much thinner than mine. And she had a tiny bum and virtually no tummy at all and she was brilliant at flips. In fact she was better than me at almost all the routines. Plus, she was really popular with the other girls too.
 
         And I guess that is how it all began. Somewhere in my seven-year-old brain I started to think that to be better at gymnastics and to be more popular, I had to be skinny. And because I didn’t just want to be better than I was at gymnastics, but to be the best, then I couldn’t just be skinny. Oh no, I would have to be the skinniest.
         
 
         ‘I’ll keep my tracksuit bottoms on today, Mum,’ I said as I went into the gym the following week. She didn’t think anything of it then, but I’d decided I didn’t want anyone laughing at my fat bum ever again.
 
         Yet it would be too easy to say that one girl’s catty comments sparked off the illness which was to blight the next ten years of my life and which will inevitably be with me in some way until the day I die.
 
         No, I think that was just what brought things to a head. Looking back, I think I was already vulnerable to any kind of comment that may have been made about my size. Because already a whole truckload of misery was slowly building up behind the front door at Stanley Road.
 
         Dad was having a really rough time at work. Things had always been rocky for him there, but it was getting worse. He kept clashing with his bosses and felt everyone was out to get him. After he joined the union and became heavily involved with it, he felt his bosses were out to get him for being an activist.
         
 
         ‘They’re destroying me,’ I’d hear him rant at Mum.
 
         ‘Just keep your head down and stop causing trouble, Dave,’ she would tell him. ‘We need the money.’
 
         But that would just drive Dad into a fury. ‘You don’t understand what it’s like working there,’ he’d rage.
 
         For 18 months he was involved in disciplinary action and subject to reports. It sent him – and all of us – crazy.
 
         Because Dad was convinced he was about to be sacked, he started working part-time at a stamp shop he set up in part of his dad’s jewellery shop off the Edgware Road. So, on top of all the stress at work, he was also working really long hours in his second job, desperate to keep paying the mortgage so we could stay in our perfect home.
 
         He was angry all the time. Looking back, he was probably suffering from depression or stress, perhaps both, but at seven all I could see was that the dad I adored had turned overnight into some kind of raging monster.
 
         In many ways I feel sorry for my dad because he’d had a really tough childhood. He was born in America but at six his father moved to London with a new wife while his mother, Magda, stayed in New York with her new husband. Magda had custody of Dad but, according to the family story, his dad went over there and brought him back to Britain. Having got him back, though, his dad and his new wife realised they didn’t really want him. They didn’t take care of him and he ended up stuck in a children’s home.
 
         Magda still lives in Manhattan in some plush apartment but my dad doesn’t have much contact with her and he doesn’t speak to his father at all. So Dad has had it hard himself in life – he says that’s why he can’t show emotion in front of his kids. But I tell you, he could certainly show anger back then.
         
 
         And although I can see the reasons for his behaviour now, at that time I was just a little girl who desperately wanted her daddy. And Dad had changed so much – he didn’t want me following him to the betting shop any more and there were no more runs around the streets.
 
         One day I entered a gymnastics competition and won second place. I was so proud of myself and sprinted straight from the gym to Dad’s stamp shop, my silver medal bouncing around my neck as I ran down the road.
 
         I walked into the shop and said, ‘Hi,’ waiting for Dad to notice the shining medal on my chest and to throw his arms around me and tell me how proud he was of his favourite daughter. I waited as he looked up and gave me half a smile over a book of stamps. Then I waited some more. And some more. He didn’t notice, and it was soon obvious he was never going to notice. He hadn’t seen my medal and, worse still, he hadn’t registered the sheer joy on my face. In the end I said, ‘Look, Dad, I came second.’ I can’t even remember how he reacted. Whatever he did or said, that isn’t the bit I remember about that day.
 
         Dad began missing my and Natalie’s birthday parties. And if we had friends round after school and were being noisy he’d go mad. One evening I had my friend Vicky Fiddler round to play. We were busily brushing each other’s hair at the kitchen table when Dad burst into the room in a fury. ‘Who’s this?’ he yelled, glaring at us both. I was devastated he could act so mad in front of one of my friends.
         
 
         He was always so angry. For as long as I can remember he had called me ‘Fatso’ and ‘Lump’ but it had always seemed like a joke. Now the things he was saying seemed more cruel. He said to Natalie that at night sawdust would fall out of her head on to the pillow because she was so stupid.
 
         At that time Dad was working a lot of night shifts too, which meant Natalie and I had to creep around the house all day, terrified we would wake him up. And when he was on normal day shifts we would skulk around when he was due home, waiting for the sound of his key in the lock, at which point we would run upstairs and hide.
 
         One afternoon we accidentally scratched his backgammon board with my shoe buckle and were so terrified of how he’d react that we spent the entire afternoon hiding in Mum’s wardrobe.
         
 
         Dad wasn’t violent towards us – although I can remember the odd whack if we were playing up – but just really, really angry. Most of his anger he was taking out on Mum and they were rowing all the time. A lot of their fights happened first thing in the morning when Dad came in tired and grumpy from a night shift and got into bed with Mum. Natalie and I didn’t need to eavesdrop at their door to hear what was going on. We’d wake up and look at each other as we heard every word being hurled across their bedroom. Often it was about stuff I just didn’t understand, other times it was Dad’s problems at work or how we’d keep our house if he didn’t have a job.
 
         As the months went by it felt like they were rowing about everything, right down to what dress Mum was wearing. One time I remember her coming downstairs all dressed up for an evening out. ‘Why are you wearing that?’ Dad said. Mum’s face crumpled and she looked totally lost. ‘You’ve never had any class,’ he sneered at her as she turned around and slowly went back upstairs to change.
         
 
         I understand now how complicated marriages can be and that there are two sides to every story. And there were probably times when Mum was nasty to Dad or wound him up, but I don’t remember them. I just remember Mum becoming less and less sparkly, less and less pretty and more and more ground down. She stopped having friends round to the house and looked exhausted all the time.
 
         One day I heard Dad tell her she was hopeless and had no vision.
 
         ‘You and your family have never thought I was good enough,’ Mum shouted back at him. Mum had been brought up a Catholic and Dad’s family hadn’t liked it, although by this point the two of them couldn’t even agree what channel to watch on the telly, let alone on big things like religion. They never went out the way they had once done and there was no more cuddling up in front of a video.
 
         I was seven and all I wanted was for my daddy to play with me and Natalie and to talk to us, but all we saw of him was him arguing on the telephone with this massive firm, being horrible to our Mum and shouting at us.
 
         Things took a turn for the worse around about the time I turned eight, in the spring of 1990. Mum sat me and Nat down one day and told us Grandad was ill – really ill. People kept talking about the ‘C-word’ and although I didn’t really have a clue what it really meant, it was clearly bad.
 
         Mum took me out of school to visit Grandad one afternoon at the Central Middlesex Hospital, where he was being treated. She’d popped into the baker’s on the way to collect me and she gave me a gingerbread man to eat on the train on the way there. It all started out feeling like a real treat.
         
 
         But as soon as I saw Grandad in the hospital I knew something was badly wrong. I think it was the first time I’d ever seen him without his woolly cardigan on and that was enough of a shock. Instead, he was wearing a white hospital smock which seemed to smother him, he was so thin and pale. There was no pipe sticking out of his mouth any more and any Popeye strength had clearly been sapped away.
 
         I sat on Grandad’s bed and chattered about gymnastics and Brownies and the latest dramas at Hillside Infant School while Mum squeezed into an adjoining toilet with a doctor ‘for a word in private’. It was the only place they could find to tell her that her father was dying.
 
         When Mum walked back into the room her whole body was shaking except for her face, which was totally rigid.
 
         The doctor had just told her the results of surgery on a blockage in Grandad’s bowel. ‘We opened him up but saw immediately there was no point in operating – it was too far gone, so we just sewed him up again. Mrs Grahame, I’m terribly sorry, but there is nothing further we can do for your father.’
 
         Mum nearly passed out from shock but pulled herself together to come back into the room, where I was still talking Grandad through my flip routines.
 
         We chatted for a bit longer, then Mum and I walked back to the station. When we got home she told me run out and play in the garden while it was still sunny. It was years later that she admitted to me that, while I cartwheeled up and down the lawn, she slid down our living room wall and sobbed and sobbed and sobbed.
         
 
         Mum had always adored her father and it was obvious there was something special between them. I think that is why she had always understood and accepted the closeness of the bond between me and Dad.
 
         Mum’s childhood had been pretty tough. Her family were hard-up and Grandad had a fierce temper, but no matter how violent or angry he had been, she always idolised him and never blamed him for any of the troubles between her parents.
 
         When Grandma died of cancer when she was 51 and Mum was 18, Mum had been upset, but not devastated. But, faced with the prospect of losing Grandad, she just went into freefall – she couldn’t cope at all.
 
         Grown-ups don’t use the word ‘terminal’ to kids and even if she had done, I don’t suppose I would have known what it meant. But I could see myself that every time we went to visit Grandad he was thinner, paler and more ill-looking. He didn’t have the energy for corny jokes any more and seemed to find it exhausting enough just breathing in and out. He was fading away in front of us.
         
 
         And as Grandad slipped away, it seemed Mum was going the same way. ‘But he’s never been ill in his life and he’s not even 70,’ she would repeat again and again. She would get choked up at the slightest thing and tears were never far away.
 
         So there we were that summer of 1990. Mum sad all the time, Dad mad all the time. Mum and Dad fighting, me and Natalie fighting. Grandad dying.
 
         Then Rex fell ill and was taken back and forth to the vet. He was diagnosed with a tumour on his back leg and the vet said there was nothing more they could do. He’d have to be put down. Dad adored Rex, so when I saw him crying as he stroked his head one morning, I knew what it meant.
         
 
         Rex was 18 and he’d been there all my life. The house felt so quiet without him. No mad mongrel racing up and down the hall every time the doorbell went. Just silence.
 
         It was tough going back to school at the start of that new term. I’d never been academic but I’d always had fun at Hillside and been popular with the other girls. But even teachers noticed I had lost my energy and enthusiasm. Now there were so many more things to think about in my life than there had been a year ago.
 
         And rather than just playing French skipping in the playground with all the other girls, I would spend more and more time staring at my friends, asking myself the same old questions: ‘Is my bum bigger than theirs?’, ‘Are my legs chubbier?’, ‘Is my tummy fatter?’
 
         Nicola Carter was one of my best friends even though her bum was smaller than mine, her tummy flatter and her legs thinner. She had long, brown hair like mine and freckles scattered across her nose but oh, she was so skinny. She looked amazing.
 
         All the kids in our class called us ‘Big Nikki’ and ‘Small Nikki’. Well, you can imagine how that made me feel. I was clearly just too big.
 
         With so much bad stuff going on at home I threw myself into gymnastics more and more. And the more gymnastics I did, the more competitive I became about it. I may only have been seven but I was incredibly determined and driven. I only ever wanted to be the best. I knew I wasn’t as good as the other girls, not as pretty as them and not as thin as them. But rather than just think, Oh well, that’s the way it goes, I was determined to become the best, the prettiest and the skinniest.
         
 
         Gymnastics had become a constant round of grades and competitions and although there wasn’t much enjoyment left in it for me, I was still desperate to excel.
 
         One evening I was standing in the gym with the other nine girls as we waited for the results of our grade five to be read out. Finally the coach got to me. ‘Pass,’ she said. ‘Not distinction this time, Nikki. That’s a bit useless for you, isn’t it?’ She probably didn’t mean anything by it and if she did she was probably just trying to gee me up a bit, but all I heard was the word ‘useless’. It stuck in my brain like a rock and I just couldn’t shift it.
 
         Shortly afterwards Mum was watching me line up to collect my badge at a county trials competition. She remembers that as I waited my turn she looked at my face and all she could see was torment and misery. I was only seven and I’d reached a pretty good standard as a gymnast but I felt useless.
 
         I had to improve, I had to get better. And for that, I had to get thinner. I also deserved to be punished for not being as good as I should have been. Well, that’s what I thought. So I started denying myself treats.
 
         Every week Mum would buy me a Milky Bar and Natalie a Galaxy to keep in our sock drawer. It was up to us when we ate them but we were both ultra-sensible and limited ourselves to one cube a day as that way they lasted longer. I’d also treat myself to a cube before training on a Saturday morning.
 
         But when I started feeling more and more useless at gymnastics and more and more unhappy finding myself in the crossfire between Mum and Dad at home, I thought, I’m not going to have my cube of Milky Bar today. I don’t need it.
         
 
         That very first time I denied myself, it felt good. Like I’d finally achieved something myself. And I liked the feeling so much that I did it again.
 
         The other treats I had loved as a little kid were Kinder Eggs. I’d always been an early riser, which drove my parents mad, so years earlier Mum had made a deal with me that if I stayed in bed until seven o’clock I got a chocolate egg.
 
         For ages it was just brilliant. Early in the morning I’d be wide awake but as soon as seven o’clock came round on my panda bear alarm clock, I’d go rushing into Mum and Dad’s room, climb into bed between them and claim my Kinder Egg.
 
         But when I started wanting to be skinnier I started opening my reward, throwing away the chocolate and just keeping the toy inside.
 
         And if anyone else, like my auntie, offered me a bag of sweets I’d just say I was full up or I didn’t like them. When I deprived myself it felt good. But even then I knew this had to remain a secret – I couldn’t tell anyone.
 
         During that long, miserable summer the rows between Mum and Dad just grew more vicious. Mum was usually teary and weak, Dad raging or sullen. And Grandad was fading away. Everyone was pulling in different directions, caught up in their own personal tragedy.
 
         For me, how to avoid eating became something to think about instead of what was going on at home.
 
         By the end of the summer Grandad was really ill. One evening all four of us went to visit him. After a while Dad, Natalie and I went and sat in the corridor so that Mum and Grandad could have a bit of time alone together. We’d been sitting there about 20 minutes when she came out of his room shaking. She didn’t need to say anything. Grandad had gone. He was 69.
         
 
         All the way home in the car I wailed until we got back indoors and Dad tipped me into bed exhausted.
 
         Mum was utterly distraught and lost the plot entirely. She was 36 but felt her life was over too. It was like she was drowning but had no idea how to save herself.
 
         ‘Pull yourself together,’ Dad would shout at her when he found her crying yet again. It was his idea of tough love but Mum couldn’t pull herself together. Dad couldn’t understand why not, so they drifted even further apart.
 
         Mum went to the doctor and said she was in a mess, she couldn’t cope any more with her grief, Dad’s anger and their fighting. The doctor said she would talk to Dad about things if he’d make an appointment to see her.
 
         ‘Please go to the GP, Dave,’ Mum begged one evening as she washed the dishes. ‘You need support for all the stress at work otherwise we’re not going to survive this. I haven’t got any energy left to fight you any more. We need proper help.’
 
         But Dad just refused. ‘I’m not going,’ he said. And I think at that moment, with Mum leaning against the kitchen sink and Dad standing in the conservatory, my parents’ marriage ended.
 
         A couple of days later – about a fortnight after Grandad died – Mum woke up and thought, Right, this is it. Life really is too short for all the rowing and fighting. I want a divorce. Just like that, after 15 years of marriage, she decided she’d had enough. Natalie and I would have had to be blind, deaf and very stupid not to realise that this time things were really bad. But, because divorce is such a big thing for a kid to get their head around, I don’t think either of us had really thought it would happen.
         
 
         One morning, soon after Natalie had left for her school and I was waiting for Mum to walk me to mine, she came into my room, knelt down in front of me and just hugged me and burst into tears. I said, ‘Mum, why are you crying?’ And she just wouldn’t tell me. I kept asking her why, but she couldn’t say.
 
         It was a Saturday morning a couple of weeks later when Dad and Mum told us what was really happening. They had been rowing for hours, shouting and screaming at each other. Nat and I just wanted them to hurry up because Dad always took us swimming on a Saturday morning.
 
         Then they came out of the kitchen and took us into the living room. ‘Right,’ said Mum, ‘Your dad and I are going to separate.’
 
         I felt numb. Mum was crying, then Dad started sobbing like a baby. Every time she went to speak, he would shout over her. Then Mum was screaming, ‘Let me speak, let me speak,’ but when she began he stormed out of the room. It was like something out of EastEnders – I didn’t think this could happen in real life.
         
 
         My whole childhood had been blown apart.
 
         Half an hour later, Dad took me and Natalie swimming and we had a really cool competition to see who could stay underwater the longest. Weird, isn’t it?

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 3
 
            A BIG, FAT LUMP

         
 
         I pulled my Benetton stripy top over my head and slid my jeans with the Minnie Mouse patches down over my ankles, then just stood and stared.
         
 
         I was standing, again, in front of the floor-length mirror inside the door of the wardrobe in Mum and Dad’s bedroom, wearing just my knickers. In reality I was probably a tiny bit chubby at the time, but all I could see was someone mega fat compared with everyone else at gymnastics and everyone else in my class at school, if not the rest of the world.
         
 
         By now I was spending more and more time analysing my body and staring at the bodies of other girls around me to see how I compared. At that time cycling shorts were really in fashion and everyone was wearing them. I’d look at anyone wearing them and if their thighs touched when their feet were together they were fat. If their thighs didn’t touch they were skinny and I wanted to look like them. Mine touched.
 
         School swimming lessons were a total nightmare – all those girls in their swimming costumes looking slim and gorgeous and athletic, and then there was me. I was just a big lump. I felt fat compared with all my friends and virtually everyone else.
         
 
         I spent ages working out which girls in my class had bigger thighs than me, which had rounder tummies and which had chubbier arms.
 
         And just when I thought I couldn’t look any worse plodding from the changing rooms to the swimming pool, the unthinkable happened – Nicola Carter got a green swimming costume with ruffles on it. Exactly the same as mine! Now it would be obvious to everyone that my bum was totally massive next to hers. I’d never ever live down the ‘Big Nikki’ label.
 
         I hated the way I looked. Giving up chocolate had made me feel good but it hadn’t really done anything to make me lose weight, so I had to take more drastic action. At eight years old I was too young to understand about calories, but I knew – like all kids do – that some things are ‘bad’ for you. For goodness sake, adults never stop going on about it: ‘Don’t eat all those crisps, they’re bad for you’ or ‘Eat your cabbage, it’s good for you.’
 
         So really it was quite easy to know what to do – just follow the grown-ups’ rules. I started denying myself all the ‘bad’ things that Mum, Dad, my friends’ parents and teachers had ever talked about – chips, pastry, custard, puddings, chocolate and crisps. If Mum was going to cook ‘bad’ foods I’d suggest something else instead, saying I’d gone off chips or wasn’t in the mood for custard. And at first, preoccupied with her own losses and sadness, Mum didn’t have a clue what I was up to.
 
         I took any opportunity I could find to deprive myself of ‘bad foods’. One Saturday afternoon it was Joanna Price’s birthday party. Her parents had arranged for a swimming party but while everyone else was chucking each other in the pool and screaming crazily, I stood quietly at the shallow end, checking out their thighs and tummies. Afterwards, back at Joanna’s house, I carefully picked all the fruit out of a trifle, leaving the jelly and custard at the bottom of my bowl. I was determined I would be the skinniest girl in a swimming costume for the next party.
         
 
         Then I started giving away my food at lunchtime. Every morning Mum would send me off to school with my yellow teddy-bear lunchbox filled with sandwiches, a bag of Hula Hoops, a Blue Riband chocolate bar and a satsuma. And every night I returned with the box empty except for a few crumbs stuck to the bottom.
 
         What Mum didn’t know was that I’d hardly touched the food she had put inside. It was easy to offload the crisps and chocolate to any of the greedy-guts who sat near me at dinner break. After a couple of months I started depriving myself of the sandwiches too. They were more difficult to give away, so I’d stick them straight in a bin instead.
 
         With a couple of hundred kids all sitting eating their lunch in the school hall, there was no way a teacher could notice what I was doing. One day my friend Joanna asked why I kept giving my food away but I just laughed and changed the subject. I didn’t really have an answer for that question myself.
 
         As I never, ever felt hungry, I didn’t care about going without lunch. I just felt good inside when I denied myself. I felt kind of victorious, as if I had won a battle that only I was aware was taking place.
         
 
         By the autumn of 1990 my thinking had moved determinedly into a place where I was going to eat as little as possible and become as skinny as possible. Then I started skipping breakfast. Before, Mum had always made me and Natalie sit down for a bowl of Frosties or Ricicles. But it was so frantic in our house in the morning that it was dead easy to chuck them in the bin or ram them down the plug hole of the sink without Mum or even Natalie noticing.
 
         Mum would be dashing in and out of the shower to get dressed and make her own breakfast and I quickly learned how to get rid of any evidence very fast indeed. Other mornings I’d say to her, ‘Don’t bother sorting any breakfast for me. I’ve already made myself a couple of slices of toast.’ Even then I was like a master criminal – I’d crumble a few crumbs of bread on a plate, then leave it on the draining board to make my story appear believable.
 
         At first Mum bought it, but then she noticed I was losing weight and her suspicions were aroused. One afternoon I walked in from school and instead of her normal cheery smile and ‘Hi, darling,’ she just stared at me. I could see the shock in her eyes. She had noticed for the first time that I had dramatically lost weight. My grey pleated school skirt was swinging around my hips whereas before it had sat comfortably around my tummy. And my red cardigan was baggy and billowing over the sharp angles of my shoulders.
 
         ‘Nikki, you’re wasting away,’ she half joked. ‘You’ll have to eat more for your dinner.’ But behind the nervous laugh there was strain in her voice. Maybe in the back of her mind she had noticed I’d been getting skinnier for a while, but now it was blatantly obvious.
         
 
         It didn’t bother me how worried she was, though. I was losing weight and it was good, good, good.
 
         From then on Mum watched me like a hawk at every meal. The next breakfast time I used my ‘I’ve had toast earlier, Mum’ line she was on to me in a flash.
 
         ‘Well, if you have, young lady, how come the burglar alarm didn’t go off when you went into the kitchen, because I set it last night?’ she said.
 
         She angrily tipped a load of Frosties into a bowl, doused them in milk and slapped them down in front of me. I spent the next 20 minutes pushing them around the bowl with my spoon until she nipped into the hall to find Natalie’s school shoes or something and then I leapt out of my chair and shoved them down the sink. Ha, ha, I’d won after all!
 
         Dinner times got a lot harder too. For a long while I had been eating the meals Mum made me at night – I’d allowed myself that much, but no more. But that autumn, as the days grew shorter and the weather colder, I just got stricter and stricter on myself until there were only certain bits of dinner I would allow myself to eat.
 
         Why was I doing it? I had started out just wanting to be thinner and a better gymnast but quite quickly my eight-year-old mind had come to see not eating as something I had to do. It was like a compulsion. I had to eat less and be in total control of what I was eating. And if Mum tried to stop me I had to find a way to get away with it.
         
 
         By now, depriving myself was just as important as, if not more than, becoming skinny.
 
         Dinner times became a battleground. As soon as the front door slammed shut behind me as I walked in from school there would be the usual yell, ‘What’s for dinner, Mum?’, that is heard in millions of homes across the country every afternoon. But while most mothers’ replies are normally greeted with a ‘Yeah, yummy’ or at worst a ‘Yuk, that’s gross,’ in our house Mum’s evening menu was just the beginning of a negotiating session that could last for hours.
         
 
         Usually Mum gave in and made me whatever I demanded because she was desperate for me to eat something and she thought that if she gave in to me, at least I would have something. But even that didn’t always work. Often she would slave for ages cooking something that she thought I might find acceptable, chicken or fish, only for me to shove it away the moment she laid it down on the table.
 
         Mum tried everything to make me eat. She tried persuading me: ‘Go on, Nikki, just for me, please eat your dinner up.’ And she tried disciplining me, threatening that I wouldn’t be allowed to go out with my friends or to gymnastics unless I ate.
 
         Sometimes she got so frustrated with me that she totally lost it and started screaming and shouting. But that was fine. I’d just scream and shout back.
 
         Other times she simply sobbed and sobbed, begging me to eat while I looked at her blankly. Getting Mum crying was always a result. It meant she hadn’t the strength to fight that particular mealtime and it was a victory for me. Dad was still living in the house but he was normally at work at mealtimes, which meant Mum was desperately trying to cope with me on her own – as well as watching her marriage collapse and trying to come to terms with having lost Grandad.
 
         Although only eight, I was already an accomplished liar. ‘Did you eat your lunch at school today, Nikki?’ Mum would ask. ‘Yes thanks. The egg sandwiches were great,’ I’d say. I always gave just enough detail that Mum couldn’t be entirely sure whether I was lying, although deep down she must have thought I probably was.
         
 
         I’d also discovered a brilliant new way of getting thin – exercise. I started with sit-ups every single night in my bedroom. It was great because Natalie now slept in the attic room, which meant I could get up to anything in my room and no one would know.
 
         ‘Night, darling,’ Mum would say, tucking me into bed and kissing my forehead. ‘Night, Mum,’ I’d call out to her as she shut the door, already throwing back the duvet, ready for at least 200 sit-ups before allowing myself to sleep.
 
         Soon the bones started to jut out at my elbows and my legs looked like sticks. Mum was becoming more and more worried. She was equally concerned by what she saw in my face – a haunted, troubled look and eyes that had lost every bit of sparkle. My sense of fun had disappeared and I was withdrawn, distracted and sullen.
 
         One Sunday lunchtime all four of us went to the Beefeater for a roast. It was a birthday ‘do’ and so we were all making a show of togetherness.
 
         When we got to the table, Mum, Dad and Nat all sat down while I hovered at the edge. ‘Sit down, Nikki,’ said Mum. But I couldn’t. I had to keep moving, had to keep using up that energy inside me to make me thinner. And I didn’t want to be near all that food – it felt disgusting.
 
         I refused to sit down for the entire meal. Mum and Dad both tried to persuade me and got mad with me, but nothing could make me sit at that table. That was when they really started to worry there was a major problem emerging. And they were scared.
         
 
         It was about this time that The Karen Carpenter Story was on television. It was on too late at night for me but Mum saw it and immediately spotted the similarities. And it was then that the presence of ‘anorexia’ as an illness first entered our lives.
         
 
         Anorexia – the name given to a condition where people, usually women, starve themselves to reduce their weight – has probably been around since the end of the 19th century. In Victorian times it was thought to be a form of ‘hysteria’ affecting middle- or upper-class women. It was only in the 1980s in America that it became more recognised and clinics began treating sufferers.
 
         The death of Karen Carpenter, one half of the brother-and-sister singing duo The Carpenters, played a huge part in increasing understanding of the illness. She had refused food for years and used laxatives to control her weight before dying in 1983 from heart failure caused by her anorexia.
         
 
         It was only after the film of her life, made in 1989, was aired in Britain that people here had any idea about what anorexia really was. And even then it was regarded as a condition which only affected teenage girls. That’s what made Mum think at first that it couldn’t be what was wrong with me. I was only eight, so how could I possibly have it? But still she was worried.
 
         ‘Right, if you won’t eat your dinner, I’m taking you to the doctor – tomorrow!’ she shouted at me at the end of another fraught meal.
 
         The following evening after school – it was towards the end of 1990 – Mum marched me into our local surgery in Northwood. Our family GP was off on maternity leave, so we saw a locum instead. Mum explained to him how I would agree to eat only certain things and how at other times I’d refuse to eat entirely or shove food in the bin or down the sink when I thought no one was watching.
         
 
         The doctor was one of those types who treat children as if they’re all a bit thick. ‘So, my dear,’ he said slowly, ‘what have you eaten today?’
 
         This was going to be a breeze, I just knew it.
 
         ‘Well,’ I said quietly and hesitantly, my very best ‘butter wouldn’t melt’ look on my face. ‘I had a slice of toast for breakfast, then my packed lunch at school, although I didn’t have the crisps because they’re not very good for you, are they?’
 
         Mum looked at me in disbelief. ‘Tell the truth, Nikki,’ she hissed.
 
         ‘But I am, Mum,’ I lied effortlessly, thinking of the one mouthful of sandwich that had passed my lips all day.
 
         ‘Well, Mrs Grahame,’ said the doctor. ‘I can see she’s a bit on the skinny side but I don’t think it’s anything to worry about at this time. It’ll all blow over, no doubt. You know what girls are like with their fads and fashions.’
 
         ‘She’s not faddy,’ insisted Mum. ‘I know my daughter and it’s more serious than that.’
 
         ‘Well, let’s just keep an eye on her and see what happens,’ said the doctor, his decision clearly made.
 
         We drove home in silence, Mum feeling defeated again and me victorious once more. No way was anyone going to be ‘keeping an eye’ on me!
 
         And when I wasn’t doing the screaming and shouting it was Mum or Dad’s turn. After their initial decision to split they had decided to give their marriage another go. Then the rows just became even more vicious and after a torturous couple of months they returned to the idea of divorce. But because they couldn’t agree on what to do about selling the house and splitting the money, we all carried on living under the same roof.
         
 
         In my eyes Dad was still acting like a monster. He’d gone from someone I would chase down the road every time he left the house to someone so bitter and angry that I didn’t want to be around him. I transferred all the intensity of my feelings for Dad straight over to Mum. And now I’d lost Grandad and Dad, I clung to her, both emotionally and physically. I reverted to acting like a toddler. If we were watching television I’d insist on sitting on her lap and if she went out I’d stand by the window waiting for her to return. If it was evening time I’d lie on her bed until she got home.
 
         Mum became the focus of everything for me – both my intense love on the good days and my anger and frustration on the bad.
 
         By worshipping Dad rather than Mum I’d probably backed the wrong horse, but I wasn’t going to lose out now. No, that would have to be Nat. That caused big rows between me and her then – and it still does even today.
 
         But even though Natalie and I both desperately needed Mum, she didn’t really have much left to give us. She was weak, crying all the time, and I was just so needy that she felt exhausted, which in turn made me feel abandoned.
 
         My world was falling apart.
 
         When Mum couldn’t stand sharing her bed with Dad any more she decided that she, Natalie and I would all move up into the attic and live there. From now on I slept on a double bed with Mum as I couldn’t bear to be physically apart from her. Natalie slept on an old brown sofa. All our toys were still scattered around the room, so it seemed like a bit of adventure having Mum up there with us, but it was kind of weird too.
         
 
         By now I was struggling at school. The less I ate, the harder I found it to concentrate. And so much of my energy was being spent thinking about how I was going to dodge the next meal, how much I’d eaten so far that day and what Mum might be thinking about making for dinner that night, that I just couldn’t focus on lessons at all.
 
         Then at break times I started going to the girls’ toilets and doing sit-ups. I would do dozens in a session before the bell, then dash back to my desk all hot and sweaty. One of the girls in my class must have told on me because one day a teacher came in and found me and said I wasn’t allowed to do it any more.
 
         That must have been when school started getting really worried about me and called Mum in for a meeting. They said they were concerned about my rapidly falling weight and that I didn’t seem able to concentrate in class any more.
 
         Mum hauled me back to the doctor again. It was a different locum, so we went through the same charade of my pretending to be eating a healthy if meagre diet and the doctor believing me. Again we were sent home, Mum even more dejected and me even more triumphant.
 
         Dad was seldom around at mealtimes despite still living in the house, so he rarely saw the battles. When Mum tried to talk to him about me, it just ended up in another row as they tried to blame each other for my getting into such a state. Although what kind of state it was exactly, they still weren’t sure themselves.
 
         One night Dad was in the pub when my friend Sian’s mum walked up to him.
         
 
         ‘Are you Nikki’s dad?’ she asked. Dad nodded and this woman he’d never met before grabbed his arm with a terrible sense of urgency.
 
         ‘My daughter is really worried about Nikki,’ she said. ‘She’s hiding in the toilets at school doing exercises and refusing to eat. Are you aware of what’s going on?’ she said.
 
         Dad looked blank and was forced to admit he didn’t really know the extent of what was happening at all.
 
         ‘Well, you need to be worried,’ my friend’s mum told him. ‘If you don’t do something, your daughter is going to die.’
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