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Hailed as the “Internet’s Big Sister”, Grace Victory is an award-winning blogger and YouTuber with over 23 million total views to date. Grace is a BBC documentary presenter and Summer 2016 saw her debut the hit documentary ‘Clean Eating’s Dirty Secrets’. Additionally she is a dedicated body image campaigner, has exclusively presented London Fashion Week and has worked with brands including L’Oreal, Clinique, ASOS and New Look, to name but a few.




About the Book


From struggling with an eating disorder and body image issues to flashing Harry Potter (yes, that really did happen), Grace Victory has experience it all.


Here, in No Filter, Grace shares her inspirational story of growing up in a troubled household, battling with depression and finally overcoming it all by learning to love herself just as she is. After years of self-loathing and self-destructive behaviour, she hit an all-time low at the start of her twenties but thanks to therapy, good friends and an award-winning blog, she has rebuilt herself to become a TV presenter and an inspirational role model for young people. Thanks to her bravery, instinctive honesty and ability to break down taboos, Grace is now able to speak openly about her personal battles and she regularly offers guidance to her legion of fans.


Brimming with hilarious anecdote and no-nonsense advice, the Internet’s Big Sister tells you everything you need to know about accepting yourself and fighting back, in style.




For any woman who needs a reason NOT to give up. This is it.




Prologue


‘I want to die.’


I stared at the words I had scratched into the grey school desk moments before. The scraggy, erratic letters stared back at me. Not a question, but a statement. Being alive was hurting too much and I wasn’t sure I could take much more of it.


Picking up the compass again, I looked round to check no one else in my maths class was watching me. I was at the back, and could see a studious few people paying attention at the front, but everyone else was involved in their own distractions, or doing their make-up, causing chaos for the poor teacher.


I scratched deep into the grey surface again: ‘I hate myself.’


The words repeated themselves inside my brain, over and over. Sadly it was true and it was one of the reasons for the tight, knotted ball that had become a permanent feature in the pit of my stomach over the last three years.


I was twelve years old, and on the surface life looked like it was pretty good for me. I was doing OK at school, had friends, a mum who loved me, and I got to spend lots of time on my favourite hobbies – dancing and acting. In fact, that side of my life was going so well for me I had even starred in a few TV shows and films, incredibly even managing to get a role in Harry Potter. I should have been over the moon.


But it didn’t change things. On a daily basis, I hated myself and my life. I was scared, anxious, cried all the time, and didn’t like how I looked or how I felt. I was fat, wore glasses, and I didn’t feel like I fitted in or did anything right. If I needed proof of it, I got it when I spent a year being tormented at the hands of the school bullies. Most importantly, I thought I was never good enough for myself, or anyone else.


I knew that being an adolescent was supposed to be filled with all sorts of trauma (thanks, hormones!), but this felt like more, it felt deeper, darker. Worse than anything, I really, really hated myself.


Looking back at that scene now breaks my heart. I want to go in there, scoop that girl up, and tell her all the things I know now that might have got her through it and made things easier. I know now that I was dealing with mental health problems back then and was depressed, that I was suffering from the effects of a fucked-up childhood, a dad who was either absent or violent, body image issues and an eating disorder, just to mention a few of my problems.


But I didn’t know it at the time, and instead I still had another nine years of self-loathing and self-destructive behaviour to get through before life hit its lowest point and I began to turn things around and move away from those dark places.


Therapy, good friends and retraining my way of thinking were key to the journey of self-discovery that followed. I learnt about myself, about the pressures that had been put on me by society as well as the impact my childhood, family and friends had on me.


Each time I learnt a little something more about myself, or gained a new coping mechanism, I would see it as a one brick added to building myself up. Over time, I have slowly taken all those bricks and turned them into walls, beginning to build my self-belief, self-esteem and understanding of my value. Along the way some of those walls were practically annihilated when the dark times crept back in and I felt like I was almost back to square one. But I had seen that it was possible to work my way through it, so each time I have picked myself up, dusted myself down, and said to myself, ‘Come on, Grace, you can do this. You are better than that.’


At the same time I was learning how much of self-discovery comes from sharing experiences, ideas and emotions with other people. I began a job when I was twenty-one where I learnt how to tackle the problems faced by young people – and then my YouTube channel, ‘Ugly Face of Beauty’, happened.


Early on in my vlogging career I realised that talking about fashion and beauty wasn’t going to be enough for me, and like so many others on the internet, I had been guilty of putting a sheen of perfection over my life, but my reality was far from perfect. Yes, social media, I love you, but I am looking at you as a big part of this perceived perfection problem as you make it so easy for people to pretend to be something they are not.


Instead I wanted to be honest and really talk about what I was going through. Those closest to me thought this was a bad idea, that I was leaving myself open to judgement, but I didn’t want to filter out my truth any more; I wanted to be honest.


So, as terrified as I was to lay myself so bare, I made my video ‘The Pressure to Be Perfect’, which went online in June 2012. In it, I admitted to having suffered from depression, anxiety and self-harm. I told my viewers about my insecurities and fears, but I also told them my hopes for recovery.


And wow, the response! If there was ever a sign to me that people were desperate for some open dialogue and a role model who was less than perfect, this was it. So from then on I opened up, not necessarily admitting to everything – you will learn a lot more about my background and troubles in this book – but showing enough of myself to give people someone to relate to, letting them know that if they were going through the same thing, they were not alone.


I quickly learnt that there is power and strength in showing vulnerability, and realised that through talking about my struggles, the possibilities of helping others through theirs are endless.


I also started talking about other difficult topics and breaking down taboos, sometimes in a serious way, and other times in a more light-hearted, fun way. ‘Outfit of the Day: I’m Fat, I Should Wear Bin Bags’, anyone? As I have always been very open-minded anyway, talking about subjects that might be off-limits to others came naturally to me. It was as though I had found my purpose in life.


In amongst it all though, the most amazing thing happened. Although my main aim was to help others, the more I talked about my issues, the more it actually helped me. I no longer felt so alone, and I realised sharing my story was helping me become mentally stronger and happier too. Let’s face it, in this messed up ol’ world that we are living in right now, we all need to have each other’s backs, and help a girl out. Support and empowerment is key.


All of this had such an impact on me that one morning I woke up and realised I felt like a different person. I was twenty-six years old and for the first time ever I could say that I actually did love myself. I felt lighter, more positive, as though I was capable of anything, and I no longer needed to beat myself up for who I was.


It was a long journey to reach that point. It didn’t happen with just one event, or any change to my core self; it was a gradual development over time. That one particular day as I lay in bed feeling calm and secure, I knew I really did now love me, Grace Victory. And wow, what would I give to have let that twelve-year-old girl, sitting there with her compass and self-loathing, know the way that life was going to be.


I wish I could have told her that it didn’t matter if I weighed more than I wanted to – because incredibly I was going to be asked to model for Nike; that school bullies mean nothing when you are older, and instead I would be connected with millions of great people online; that despite all the issues I might have with confidence, one day I was going to end up presenting for the BBC. It sounds so amazing when I put it like that!


Growing up I didn’t have someone to tell me ‘it’s gonna be OK’. So this is my chance to try and say that to anyone who might need to hear it. This book, I hope, will be of lasting value, an infinite piece of hope and inspiration that you can flick back to when all you want to do is give up.


It hasn’t been easy going back over some of the memories but if I had to go through those extremely tough times in life in order to help others, then it was more than worth it. I took on the role of the internet’s big sister, and this book is an extension of that. It is great to have the space to expand on topics I have briefly touched on in my blogs and videos, as well as talking about new areas.


My key message to people is really that defying statistics and changing your life is possible – but it starts with you. With every painful experience comes a chance to grow. A chance to be the person you were always meant to be.


I think we’d all like to raise our daughters – and equally our sons – in a world where they can just be themselves. A world where they are safe, loved and empowered – something that I so desperately needed when I was growing up. I hope No Filter will make you cry in one chapter but laugh in the next – a true representation of my life.


I always tell people: ‘Trust your journey, as every point of your life is going to help you get to where you need to be.’ Here is the story of mine.




Chapter 1


HOW IT ALL BEGAN






‘You can spend a lifetime trying to forget a few minutes of your childhood.’








Everyone always says you follow in your parents’ footsteps. Well, if I had, I would probably be living in fear of a violent boyfriend while protecting my two kids. So I guess you can tell I have followed my own path. My parents did, of course, play their role in my development, though. Let’s face it, everyone’s character is formed in their childhood, so anything your mum and dad do affects the kind of person you will turn out to be. I know mine hugely shaped me into who I am today, in ways that are both good and bad. So if you are to understand me – and I really hope you do by the end of this book – I need to give you some idea of what it was like to be me growing up.


But wow, my childhood . . . You better get ready for this! You know when you watch EastEnders or Jeremy Kyle and think ‘no way can all of that messed-up stuff happen to just one person in real life’? Well, I can tell you it does. Domestic Violence? Check. Kidnapping? Check. Crime? Check. And that is just scratching the surface . . .


My first memory is a very early one, and although it is clear as day, I didn’t understand the significance of it at the time. I was standing up in my cot, and holding on to the bars that ran around the edge. I was staring, confused, at the strange man in my room who was telling me: ‘Shh, everything is going to be OK.’


Years later I asked Mum about it, and found out the police had raided our home looking for my dad in connection with a robbery, although he was never charged with it. It was this man’s job to ensure I wasn’t frightened by it. By the time I learnt this, I wasn’t surprised to hear the story, and just nodded, stored the information, and got on with whatever I was doing.


I was born on 29 August 1990 to my mum Dawn, who was just twenty-one at the time. She was working in a clothes shop called Chelsea Girl when she was pregnant, but gave that up to raise me. My dad is a guy mum had known from when she was at school. He was five years older than her and one of five brothers, and all them were dating mum and her friends on and off over the years. My parents never got married and my dad never actually properly lived with us, but just drifted in and out of our lives when it suited him, appearing in some of my childhood memories, but absent from most of them.


I was brought up on a council estate in High Wycombe, in Buckinghamshire. ‘Ooh,’ I hear you say. ‘Bucks, as in part of the posh Home Counties area? Very nice!’ Uh-uh. Far from it.


High Wycombe is about thirty miles from the centre of London, and has that weird chippy vibe to it that loads of towns round the edge of the capital seem to have. It is pretty industrial, although proud of it, as you can tell by the fact there is a museum in the centre focused on the history of local chair-making. If that isn’t a reason to visit, I don’t know what is!


There is a lot of deprivation, and it has its fair share of crime, sadly in particular child sexual exploitation. It is also pretty dirty – apparently the fourth dirtiest place in the South East, according to a government survey when I was a teenager #factoftheday


The home I was brought up in for the first fifteen years of my life was a two-bed flat on the first floor of a three-storey block. A few of the blocks were all clumped together, forming a mini estate. It was a very concrete-looking block with communal stairwells and graffiti up the walls. Mum did her best to keep our actual flat nice though, and I was allowed to decorate my room the way I wanted. It was Noddy-themed when I was very young, then Winnie the Pooh, and then when I was eleven, half of it was pink and half purple with a border dividing it. It was proper cool at the time; I loved it!


My dad’s family is from Saint Vincent, and he is black, and my mum is white. To them, that didn’t seem to matter. To their families, it was another story.


Mum’s family were hugely against her getting together with a black man, and when they began dating it caused all sorts of arguments. So you can imagine what it was like when she got pregnant with me . . . Apparently World War Three nearly broke out.


If you tried to draw up my family tree, there would be lines crisscrossing all over the place. Take one of my dad’s brothers, for example. This uncle has six kids by four women, and kind of bounced between the women at different points in life. One of them lived above us with her two kids, and they are great, but it was sad to see them in that situation, even if it did just seem normal to me at the time.


When I was little I looked exactly like a mini version of how I do now. I haven’t changed! I had massive curly hair, although my skin was a lot darker than I am now – as I got older I got paler (which pisses me off as I am always wanting a golden glow).


Until I was five, it was just my mum and me, a little team, with Dad popping in from time to time. I imagine he and Mum must still have had a relationship of sorts, as then my sister Charlotte was born. Apparently I was less than impressed by her arrival and began playing up, even throwing an egg across a café and hitting a wall in protest! Another time I got told off so I threw all my toys out of the window. Mum had to go outside and pick up every single one, and was furious about it. She told me I couldn’t go outside and play and I remember stamping my feet and shouting.


I guess I was jealous that I was no longer centre of my mum’s attention. It didn’t help that all the uncles were nicer to Charlotte than me because of her appearance. She was the absolute spit of my nan – Dad’s mum – and although my dad and his brothers had a pretty violent upbringing at the hands of their father, they all doted on their mum.


So as my sister looked like my nan, she was automatically the favourite.


Our flat had just the two bedrooms, so Charlotte and I were supposed to share, but actually that never really happened, as she just slept in with Mum. We were very different from the off. Charlotte relied very heavily on Mum, whereas I have always been independent. In some ways after she came along it felt like it was always her and Mum together, and me on the outside. I’m not sure if they would say the same, but that is how it felt to me at times.


Around this time Dad would turn up every two weeks or so, and sit on the sofa smoking weed with his brothers or friends, demanding that my mum do all sorts for him. He didn’t buy us presents, remember our birthdays, or contribute anything to the running of the house as far as I could see. All his money seemed to go on drugs and the idea of a father figure or role model was very alien to him, and therefore to me. His visits would leave all three of us on edge, and we were all relieved when he moved on again. I have no idea where he was the rest of the time. I imagine he was either crashing out at friends, or had other women he lived with too. I’m pretty sure he didn’t actually have a place of his own, but if he did, he never told us about it or took us there.


Sometimes he would take me out, but it was very rare. We might visit other family or his friends, which I enjoyed as they often cooked great Caribbean food. But another time he took me along for a drive that I am pretty sure entailed buying drugs. Dad was never jailed for any involvement in drugs, but there is no doubt in my mind that he was a heavy user of cannabis. I remember clear as day the time he took me out in his gold Capri car – I know, who owns one of them?! – and pulled up alongside some people. He handed them money and in return they dropped a package through the window to him. He didn’t explain anything to me and I knew better than to ask. It was just another thing that happened in life with Dad, and it was easier not to question any of it. To be honest I am not even sure I knew it was wrong at that age either.


I was at pre-school for a while, and was always getting injured. I played with the boys and was a real tomboy, but it meant I broke my ankle three times growing up, by jumping off things or playing where I shouldn’t be. You would never catch me in dresses; I was always in tracksuits, and playing on my bike, or a scooter, or rollerblades. I loved adventure.


Then I began school at Carrington Junior School, and was relatively happy there as far as I remember. I went to church and Sunday school, sang hymns, and baked, and joined the Alpha group that was linked to the church as I believed in God for a while.


I joined lots of after-school clubs, and learnt to play the violin, and I had my fair share of friends whose houses I would go round for tea. We played cops and robbers and my favourite pastime on long car journeys was to pretend we were in a police chase and had to escape. Not sure what that says about the influences I was seeing around me, or the TV shows I was watching – step forward Jerry Springer and Maury Povich.


As far back as I can remember I had two really good friends called Rick and Cath. Cath had blonde hair and blue eyes, Rick had spiky brown hair and wore glasses. They were from West London and were teenagers when I was still at primary school, so were more like an older brother and sister. They didn’t hang out with me when I was with any of my other friends, but would come over when I was alone. We would play together and chat about all sorts of things. They were always there when I was sad, and were really good at listening to my problems and always knew to visit me when I felt lonely.


There was only one problem – no one else ever saw them. Not my mum, my sister, or any of my friends, and I don’t really know what to make of that. Maybe they were ghosts – all three of us have seen spirits, and there was definitely paranormal activity in my house growing up, but that is a whole other book! Or maybe Rick and Cath were a figment of my imagination. I guess that seems like the most obvious explanation, but they were so damn real.


Once I was a teenager I didn’t see them any more. They didn’t say bye, they just gradually stopped coming. Whatever they were though, they were there for me at times when I really needed a good friend.


Aside from them, I think my first real experiences of friendship were with the kids on the estate and from primary school. We would all just hang about together and play at each other’s houses or in the street. I had friends, I did OK, but there were none that were especially great – or not.


My uncle Dennis (one of Dad’s brothers) was a dancer and a teacher at the Jackie Palmer Stage School in High Wycombe. The school was set up in 1971 by Jackie, a West End dancer and choreographer, and her daughter Marylyn, and rapidly grew in size and reputation. A lot of very successful stars have passed through their doors over the years, including people such as Eddie Redmayne and James Corden.


When I was two, I enrolled there with the help of Uncle Dennis. In the beginning it was just half an hour a week, kind of a play class to encourage a kid’s dramatic side to come out I guess, not that I needed it! Then it developed from there, and soon I was doing singing, dancing and acting lessons, and I loved it.


I don’t think it mattered that I was mixed-race, in terms of my treatment by other people. I don’t ever remember it being an issue at school, and actually High Wycombe is pretty multicultural. There are a lot of Asian and black people, and it was never really an issue.


The only arguments I ever saw to do with race were bizarrely within my own family. But the really important split there was not between black and white, but between men and women. I noticed, early on, that most of the women I knew had a really tough time of it, left to bring up the kids, struggling to make ends meet, without the support of their men. They were all constantly fighting to keep their heads above water financially and to do their best by their kids, but they got no thanks from their children’s fathers, in fact they got quite the opposite.


The first time I remember hearing any domestic violence, I was six years old. I was really ill, and had a horrible fever, and kept throwing up. I was lying in bed watching a Noddy cartoon, when I heard men and women’s voices, shouting and screaming in the next room, along with lots of banging. I was terrified, but crept out to see what was happening. One of my uncles had my auntie by the throat, up against the door, so I ran away again back to the safety of my room.


I won’t go into detail about most of what I saw happening around me, out of respect for the innocent people involved. But believe me, I saw plenty. None of the women would ever go to hospital. I guess it was out of fear. They would just patch themselves up as best as they could. As a result none of the men were ever charged. It makes me sick that they got away with it. They will never say sorry or be punished, yet they damaged the lives of so many women and children.


As Dad never physically hurt me or my sister, I think Mum hoped that his behaviour wouldn’t have much of an impact on us. But mentally and emotionally, Dad’s abusive and disrespectful behaviour was having a huge impact on me. I could see, hear and feel it, and it cut right through me every time.


The men all dished out plenty of mental abuse too, which I found worse in a way. I’d hear them talk to the women like they were a piece of dirt on their shoe: ‘Cook me my dinner, you fucking bitch.’


It was all about control and mind games, any attempt to make their pathetic selves feel more powerful, and on that front the kids did get dragged into it. Dad would be lying on the sofa with the remote next to him, and I’d be the other side of the room. ‘Pass me the remote,’ he’d demand, a test to see if I would obey whatever he asked.


I remember one cousin even had to wear a jumper to leave the house on a boiling hot summer’s day, as she wasn’t allowed to go out with any skin showing. To this day I don’t know whether that was a controlling order for the hell of it, or if she was so covered in the bruises and damage that had been inflicted on her that her dad realised she had better hide it.


The only thing that helps explain their behaviour – it doesn’t excuse it though, only helps give some background and context to understanding where it came from – was that they had grown up in an extremely violent household themselves. Their father apparently thought nothing of beating them regularly, so for Dad and his brothers, this behaviour was normal and acceptable. But let’s face it, that’s just bollocks, isn’t it? How weak does that sound, to abuse a person and then claim you can’t help but do it, as you are imitating your own parents? As far as I am concerned, once you grow up, you decide for yourself how to treat another person, and the way these men behaved was inexcusable.


I felt so sorry for Mum. I later found out she had been physically abused by her own dad as well, and was now having to put up with this from the father of her kids. The fear and sadness in her eyes whenever he turned up at the doorstep is what got to me more than anything. Although I suppose underneath it all, there must have still been attachment of some sort, even if it was unhealthy and toxic. Otherwise how did my sister come along five years after me?! No Mum, I don’t believe it when you say the pair of you only had sex twice . . . Only two individuals can truly know what they feel for each other but all I know is that what I saw was not healthy or right. Growing up in that environment planted the message deep in my head that I would never stand for a man treating me that way.


Madness was a way of life for us. On one occasion, we were kidnapped by one of my relatives . . . I know how insane that sounds as I write it, and I have to laugh. HOW MESSED UP WERE MY FAMILY?! I am still not even sure of the reason for it, but it was something to do with him being angry that his car wasn’t as good as someone else’s, so when my family were around visiting in their house, he locked us all in, saying we would not be allowed out until his girlfriend got money off her family to get him a new one. I mean, come on, he was always banging on about being the man of the house, and yet he needed his girlfriend to buy him a new car? Absolute idiot.


So there we were, locked in for a whole week, with nothing to do. I was annoyed about it as I had to hand-wash my underwear as I had no other clothes up there. But at the same time it was a week off school, we had take-outs delivered to the house so we didn’t starve and we just played games and hung out. It was such a weird situation to be trapped and in retrospect I can’t believe the audacity of it. I don’t actually remember how it ended, but I don’t think the police got involved. I think at the time I just accepted it as another bizarre part of my family’s behaviour and just cracked on with getting through the week.


Sometimes we would go on holiday to the south coast to visit Mum’s niece Yvette and her children, who we got on really well with. After the dispute between Mum and her family over her choice of men, there seemed to be ongoing problems between them. We wouldn’t be invited to weddings that all the rest of the family were attending and I can only assume it was because they disapproved of our mixed-race family, although I will never know for sure.


Yvette had made it clear she wasn’t part of that way of thinking, and she and Mum were close. She had a house in Bournemouth, and it was like our little escape. My sister and I loved it. We had total freedom, and could go and play on the beach or have picnics, paddle in the sea, and hide out in the sand. It was great to be away from all the judgement back home, and it felt like we had real freedom. We would go for two weeks at a time in the summer holidays so it would be a real break and sometimes other aunties and cousins came with us. Dad and my uncles didn’t like us going, though, and would stop us if they knew about it, so we had to be smuggled out of the house at 4 a.m., and driven away by Auntie Debbie to get us there before anyone realised we were gone. Charlotte and I were told very sternly that we weren’t allowed to tell anyone that we were going away beforehand in case Dad found out and ruined it. Very hard for kids who are excited about a holiday!


Incidents like that pulled Mum, Charlotte and me together, and we would joke that we were the Three Musketeers, having to battle through life as a little trio who had each other’s backs.


We weren’t well off at all, and until we both went to school, we had to live off the benefits and tax credits mum was able to claim. After that, Mum would always take whatever jobs she could get between 8 a.m. and 3 p.m., which was mostly supermarket checkout work. She never let us know she struggled, and it wasn’t like we ever went without the basics like clothes or food, it was just that there were no luxuries or designer gear. It was about getting by on a basic level, but that was all we knew, and what was going on with all the families around us on the estate, so Charlotte and I didn’t even question it.


When I was thirteen we were moved to a new home, as under the council’s rules my sister and I were old enough now to have our own rooms. The new place was about ten minutes away from the old place, and this time it was a house, a three-bed semi with a big garden and fields behind. That is where I lived the rest of my time in High Wycombe, and Mum still lives there today, with her boyfriend Kevin who she met when I was an adult, and who is ten times better for her than Dad was. #justsaying


Just before we moved I had been getting more and more wound up by Dad and the negative impact he was having on our lives. When my sister was about nine, this absolute state of a woman turned up at the door and got hold of Charlotte. This woman began telling her all about the sex she had with our dad in as much detail as she could. It turned out Dad owed her money, and this was her fucked-up idea of revenge. That was the kind of shit we had to live with, thanks to his involvement in our lives. It was pretty clear to all of us that he only ever seemed to bring trouble or bad feelings.


I don’t think I allowed myself to think too much about my relationship with Dad – or lack of it – when I was that age, though. On the one hand, looking around at my cousins and the other kids on the estate, the way we lived was actually a relatively normal set-up. Hardly anyone lived in a neat family unit with a happily married mum and dad, living under the same roof. But other times I would visit friends from elsewhere, and see the set-up they had going on. Their fathers would be like alien creatures to me, eating dinner with the family, spending time with their wife and playing with the kids. The fact they were always there, and didn’t create a sense of fear whenever they came into the room, was something I couldn’t ignore. So yes, at times I did get angry with him, and disappointed that he was such a let-down. But mostly I tried not to let myself think about him.


Once we had moved, though, Mum said something that I thought was a great idea, and showed how keen we were to have him out of our lives. She said: ‘This is our house, your dad won’t ever have a key for it, as he is not welcome here. It is just for us.’ I liked that plan. This was our home, a fresh start for us, the Three Musketeers, doing things our way, and not needing him to come along and get in the way and ruin things.


And true enough she must have had a word, because after the move he did leave us alone for a while, until one day I was up in my bedroom and could hear his voice from downstairs. He was kicking off at Mum and speaking to her like shit. All I could hear was his shouting, and as always it was like he just wanted to start an argument to show off his “manliness”, or take out his anger on her, or whatever went on inside his stupid brain. It seemed like he always found a reason to belittle her and suddenly I knew I wasn’t going to take this any more. Something inside me just snapped. I was not fucking having this.


I stormed downstairs and went straight up to him. ‘Get the fuck out our house!’ I screamed.


‘What the hell?’ He stared at me.


‘I mean it. This is our house, not yours. Get out.’ I jabbed my finger towards the door, and stared right back at him, daring him to do anything different.


I could almost hear Mum holding her breath behind me. It was the first time I had ever spoken back to him like that, and you know what his shocking response was? He turned round to Mum and said to her: ‘You know why she is this way, all full of attitude?’Cos she was raised by a white woman.’


Uh-uh, no way. ‘Is that right?’ I replied, still full of anger. ‘Well, you laid down with a white woman and created me, so no complaining about it now. Now get out before I call the police.’


As I stormed over to the phone he chatted a bit more shit but, to our amazement, he walked out. Mum sat in shock, half laughing, half horrified, while I joined her, slightly euphoric from the adrenalin of it, and proud that I had finally taken a stand. Charlotte was not yet ready to take the same kind of stand though, and as she was only ten years old she was in shock about the whole thing. She was a bit too young to see or understand a lot of the stuff with our dad, and she would try and hide from it. I remember clearly she stayed up in her bedroom throughout this whole incident, crying in her bed.


When we talk about this period of our lives I am not even sure how much Charlotte remembers. Maybe Mum and I protected her from a lot of it, or she was just too young to take in what was happening. She only really knows a lot of it second-hand through us. But from that day it was like I became a bit of a protector. At fifteen I was the strong one in the family, and Dad never returned to the house after that. In fact I have hardly seen him since.


So was my home life unhappy? I don’t really know. It was certainly all I knew. I think when you are a kid you just accept a lot of what happens around you. It is only when you get older that you look back and analyse stuff against what you know by then is ‘the norm’ and you are able to see what was missing or wrong. A lot of what you go through shapes you, but how you handle it can shape you too. It certainly all came back to haunt me later on anyhow, as you will see.




Seeking Help for Domestic Violence







Domestic violence can take many different forms and is an incredibly complex issue. I know from my experiences that not many families going through it try to get help. In my extended family, lack of trust that the police could actually do anything plus a fear that social services would get involved and take the kids definitely prevailed. But looking back I do wonder if things would have been different if any of my aunties had been willing to look outside the home for help. I know now that there are plenty of places to go for help even if it is to anonymously find out about your options and rights, or just to have a friendly voice to listen to.


Women’s Aid, for example, are an amazing charity who work with survivors of domestic violence and their children, to help them get out of their situation and start a new, safer life. Their website is www.womensaid.org.uk.


Refuge is a national UK charity that provides a safe place for women and children escaping domestic violence. They opened the world’s first safe house in 1971, which in itself horrifies me because it was so recent. Before that, domestic violence was very much seen as a private matter to be dealt with behind closed doors. What is wrong with people! So thank goodness for Refuge. Their website is www.refuge.org.uk.


Together these two charities run a twenty-four-hour helpline for people in need of advice or help: 0808 2000 247.





A Lack of Role Models


Growing up, I never had a role model to look up to. There was no one in my life who seemed like an older version of me, who had succeeded, and who made me think, ‘Yeah, you’re sick, I want to be like you.’


That makes me sad, as role models are so important to inspire us to go on and do bigger and better things with our own lives, and to help us reach our dreams and goals.


It doesn’t matter who they are; they can be someone famous or a woman who lives down the street from you. The important thing is that you can see two things in them: something that you associate with yourself, and something that you want to emulate, that will make you a better person.


It is natural to look for role models that remind you of yourself in some way. The people that prove not just that someone can do what they are doing, but that someone like you can do what they are doing. And that is where things fell short for me. The reality was in the late nineties/early noughties, there was no one for me to look up to who was like me – female, mixed-race, chubby, working-class background. Finding someone who ticked even a couple of those boxes was practically impossible.


In terms of race it felt like anyone black who appeared in newspaper stories was either a criminal, or involved in some other negative story. The only women of colour I can think of who were making a success of themselves were R&B singers, so you had people like Beyoncé, TLC and Mis-Teeq. But even then, I had a different skin tone to them, loose curls rather than Afro hair, and rolls, so they didn’t really look like me.


Closer to home I wasn’t really seeing any role models amongst people of colour either, although there was a general sense amongst other people my age that being mixed-race was kind of a cool way to be; it was celebrated as the best of both worlds.


Then there was the lack of curvy girls out there as role models, let alone properly plus size. You name me one news reporter, weather girl or television presenter who was more than a size ten at that time.


There was also no one in the public eye who spoke like me or my family. Even as a white woman my mum didn’t associate herself with the well-spoken, middle-class people she saw on TV. Anyone you spotted onscreen with a working-class accent was more than likely in one of the chairs on Jeremy Kyle!


It was becoming clear that anyone I saw who was like me wasn’t exactly inspirational, and anyone inspirational wasn’t like me. So it was in the back of my young brain that while I had all these dreams, there was no one in the public eye that I could aspire to emulate, who could send me the message that I could be who I wanted to be, and do what I wanted to do. So all the time I had these nagging doubts that maybe I wouldn’t be able to achieve everything I wanted to, that perhaps becoming successful was not really a door open to someone like me, and maybe I was crazy even to try.


That absence of role models in my childhood and adolescence is one of the reasons I am keen to lead by example where I can, for people like me who are growing up today. Look at where I am today. If I can do it, so can you.




Chapter 2


PIZZA-CRUST NECK AND ARNIE ARMS






‘I enjoyed being young but I would never relive my teens. Those are hard years for everyone.’ Christina Aguilera








A gainst the backdrop of my family situation there was another area of my life that dominated my thoughts. It was beginning to shape who I was, and was the basic reason for a lot of my rapidly developing insecurities – weight.


I was a pretty normal weight when I was born – 6 lbs 7 oz – and continued to be so through my early years. It was only when I started at school that I suddenly gained a few pounds and became a bit chubby. I am not talking obese, though; look at my baby pictures in the middle of this book, and you will see what I mean!


In retrospect we didn’t eat well as a family. I think it was because we didn’t have great access to lots of nutritious healthy food. Partly that was thanks to the cost, and partly down to my poor mum already juggling so much stuff she didn’t have time to cook loads of great fresh food from scratch (let’s face it, I was also greedy, lol). People didn’t seem to worry about processed and ready-made food being bad for you the way they do today. So we lived off meals like chicken nuggets with chips and beans. If we had been good, a trip to McDonald’s was a treat. A lot of my friends would have been eating in a similar way, but for whatever reason I was the one who put on weight. It shouldn’t have been a problem though; it was just a bit of puppy fat, combined with the fact I just loved my food! With exercise, a bit of lifestyle improvement and – crucially – a happy and confident mind, I’m sure it would have naturally dropped off over time. But no . . .


As my weight increase had been so sudden, Mum took me to the doctor, who began discussing me as though I wasn’t there. He pointed out that I had a fat neck, which could indicate that I had a thyroid problem. So I had tests, and the results all came back to say no, there was no issue, my thyroid was fine, so it was left at that.


Except it wasn’t fine. At six years old I had been told that I was overweight, so I now began looking around at other people. True enough, I was the biggest girl in my class. I thought some more about it and concluded that being fat was clearly a bad thing, otherwise why would I have needed to go to the doctor about it?


I started to take notice of issues around my weight at stage school, too. When we were measured up for outfits for shows, I realised mine was always the biggest size out of everyone’s, and I would see other girls in their tiny little leotards, looking all neat and pretty. It didn’t help that I have always been quite tall and had a large frame. I began to wonder why I couldn’t be the same as them. I began studying my cousin Danielle, who was two years younger than me and had also started at Jackie Palmer’s. She was very tiny and lovely, and everyone was always cooing over how cute she looked. I wanted that same reaction, but instead it felt like I was always put in the back row of the performers and left to my own devices.


I recently found a letter that I had written to my mum when I was nine years old. I think the main reason was to say thank you for my Christmas presents. But shockingly it shows that in amongst the childish thoughts filling my mind at the time, my weight was right up there. It said: ‘Dear Mum, how are you? I’m OK. I hope by the summer I will have lost some weight. Thanks for the Christmas presents, I really liked them. I’m glad I am doing Joseph [the West End musical]. Love from Grace xxxx’
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