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‘Some people have a special aura about them. They exude a certain kind of confidence and calm that makes everyone around them feel better. Katie Piper is one of those people . . . [Beautiful Ever After] is a testimony to the strength of the human spirit’ Best


‘Katie Piper is an extraordinary woman . . . It is impossible not to be moved by the events described’ Mail on Sunday


‘A touching read’ New!
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For my Big Pug









July 2013


To my baby,


Right now you’re growing safe and warm in my tummy, your whole life stretching out ahead of you. Your possibilities are endless. You’re perfect. You can be whoever you want to be, do whatever you want to do, go wherever you want to go. Your potential is limitless. I wanted to write you this letter so you can always look back and know how much you have been loved, right from the minute we first knew you were coming into our lives.


Though I’m your mum, you will be in charge of your own destiny. I can try and steer you, try and advise you, but if you’re anything like I was as a child, you’ll always make your own choices and forge your own path, learning as much from your failures as from your successes.


I’ve thought long and hard about what I want for you in your lifetime. It’d be simple for me to say I’d love you to be a doctor like Mr Jawad, the man who saved my life and gave me back my face, but there are also far simpler things I want for you; basic building blocks which will make you happy, foundations that have nothing to do with your career path or future decisions.


I want you to be healthy and never to know physical pain, the smell of hospitals or the bleeps of machines. I want you to be strong, both physically and mentally. You will always be able to lean on your dad and me, but finding your own strength inside and knowing you can rely on it will carry you through whatever hardships life throws at you.


I want you to be fearless and free and confident. Don’t live by anyone else’s rules; I hope you design and live by your own. Don’t measure yourself against others; fulfil your own potential. As long as you can look at yourself in the mirror and swear with unflinching honesty that you’re the best version of yourself you can be, you’ll always sleep well and feel proud of who you are.


I want you to be tender and gentle, but fierce and brave. I want you to see the best in everything, the light in the dark, the hope in despair. I want you to know compassion and never to judge. Everyone has their own story; you never know what’s going on inside them.


I will always try to protect you from evil but I will also teach you that there are a vast many more good people in the world than there are bad. I’ll help you understand that life can be hard sometimes and can rip you from the path you thought you were on, but with strength and courage you can grow to accept and love the new path you have to carve out for yourself, and you can reach the destination that was meant for you nonetheless.


You will grow up seeing disfigurement as a badge of honour, not one of shame. A mark of how far people have come, not of how different they are. You, my miracle child, will learn that beauty is only skin deep and that the courage in your heart will carry you further in life than the shape of your cheek bones. This is everything I now know to be true and hold dear.


I want us to be close always. I want to make you proud of me and I want you to know I’m always here, that there’s nothing I won’t do for you, and that my love for you is infinite. I hope you won’t take it for granted, but don’t ever doubt its existence.


We’ll find our way on this journey together; we will learn, explore and grow together. After all, we’re both new to this, and while I’m filled with fear and trepidation about getting it right and not messing up, my heart is bursting with love for you, and that feels like a pretty good starting place.


Love,


Mummy x









Chapter One


As the faint blue line grew stronger, so did my heart, beating in my chest. Pregnant. Pregnant with the impossible. Pregnant with my future. Pregnant with my happily ever after. Pregnant with the child I’d believed to my core would never grow inside me.


But soon elation and shock gave way to a deep feeling of unease and fear about a future so precious. The weight of responsibility felt overwhelming. How would I keep my child safe? Away from hurt and harm? How could I look my child in the eye and promise my protection? Promise that I’d keep him or her safe from evil when I know what brutality exists in this world?


I was just twenty-four years old when, in 2008, my ex-boyfriend Danny Lynch got a man named Stefan Sylvestre to throw industrial-strength sulphuric acid in my face, burning away the old Katie Piper and changing my life forever. Three days before, Danny had raped me, beaten me and held me hostage in a hotel room for hours. After finally letting me go, he’d convinced me not to go to the police. I’d then avoided him completely until he sent me a series of begging texts, pleading with me to go to an internet cafe to read an email he said he’d sent me. I stepped out from my London flat into the cold March air, already a shadow of the carefree, twenty-something Katie I’d been just days earlier. When the large cupful of acid hit my smooth, soft, line-free skin, trickling down my throat and partially blinding me, he almost succeeded in extinguishing the last of the old Katie. Almost.


As I felt the searing heat and smelled my burning flesh, I was sure I was going to die. I didn’t, but I have spent the six years since going in and out of hospital, enduring over 250 operations and working through thousands of hours of counselling and therapy to help me cope with both the emotional and physical scars that the attack left me with.


For the longest time I was certain that my chances of a normal future had gone. In the immediate aftermath of the attack I was horrified by my own reflection, barely recognising the image of myself in the mirror. I would play back memories of all the relationships I’d ever had, trying to ingrain images and emotions into my mind of what it felt like to be loved, to hold hands, to kiss. I was sure that if I survived I’d never be attractive to anyone again, never be intimate, never be wanted. Never be loved.


Then in 2011, when I was told that the drugs I’d been prescribed to help restore my vision could have a huge effect on my fertility, I spent months reconciling myself to the idea that, even if I did find love, I’d probably never bear my own child. I would never experience a swollen belly and feel butterfly kicks in my tummy. Little did I know what my future held, and how I would be proved wrong on this too.


So, in July 2013, when I finally saw the positive pregnancy test – my blue lifeline from the future – it presented me with endless possibilities and infinite opportunities, but it also gripped me in a tailspin of fear.


I wondered: would a daughter be able to relate to me, a disfigured woman who just happened to be her mum? I instantly started trying to formulate an explanation that would be suitable for little ears about why Mummy looks the way she does. Tried to figure out how to explain that I used to look like everyone else. How would I tell my child what had happened to me without it sounding terrifying? How would we both cope with being stared at on the school run and how would it feel to have little hands run over my scars, which only my loved ones have touched in tenderness?


Among all the normal worries about whether I’d be a good mother, I also found myself thinking, what if I have a girl? What if my daughter has my old face? The one I lost at the age of twenty-four. How would it feel to see my face staring back at me, and to know what I would have looked like at thirty, forty, even fifty? I’d be able to see how my wrinkles might have set in. Where my laughter lines would have been. The answers to all of these questions would be reflected back at me in one exquisite face that I’d helped create.


It felt like an uneasy admission, but I thought I’d worry less about a son than a daughter. A boy wouldn’t need as much protection as a girl would. A son could be strong enough to fight someone off, prevent an attack, run to safety. A son might be safe walking down a dark alley at night. A son might not be attacked, have acid thrown in his face . . . But a daughter might. As I wrapped my arms around my stomach, I felt a surge of protectiveness I’d never known before. I had to keep my child safe. I had to. But how would I protect my dream-come-true when I hadn’t been able to protect myself on that cold spring day in 2008?


My trembling began to subside and the faint blue lines grew stronger, along with my resolve. I’d defied the odds before and I’d do it again. I wasn’t supposed to survive having my face burned off with acid, I was supposed to crawl into a hole and disappear, or even die, but I’d refused. I’d feared I was infertile but I wasn’t. Feared I was too scarred to find my happily ever after, and yet I’d found love. I was about to become a mother and bring a child into this world, and start a future filled with love, happiness and positivity. A future I’d never have dared to dream of when I moved out of my parents’ house and into my own home, alone, three years earlier.


*


In the early spring of 2010, after two years of hard recovery, I finally felt strong enough to contemplate living an independent life and to move out of my parents’ house in Hampshire, having been cared for and looked after by them for so long. I had no idea what the future held for me, or how I would cope without them by my side on a daily basis, but there was no way of finding out unless I made the leap.


Since the attack I had needed my parents to hold my hand, assuage my fears, dry my tears, and help me medically, physically and mentally. But as my body had grown stronger, I slowly began to crave the freedom and independence I’d had before the attack. I longed to have my life back and be in control of it again, and not to have to depend on anyone for anything. I was petrified, but also excited; I was sure it was the right thing to do, the start of the next chapter in my life, and that it would help move me further along the road to being ‘normal’ again.


At first I started flat-hunting in secret, fearing my parents would try to persuade me to stay at home under their watchful eye. They were desperately worried about me, but despite their concerns I knew I was ready to push myself forward.


I began looking around West London to be near my work at the Katie Piper Foundation, which I’d set up the year before and had been commuting to daily from Hampshire. At first I tried to find a place in a concierge building with underground parking and security gates; the things I thought I’d need in order to feel safe, but it quickly became apparent they weren’t the things a girl in her mid-twenties could afford. I soon had to make compromises, challenging as that was to my courage. Bit by bit, the ‘must haves’ on my list got crossed off and by late spring I had narrowed down my options to a shortlist of three flats.


I plucked up the courage to share my plan with Mum and Dad, explaining all my thinking and rationale, hoping they’d see that I hadn’t rushed into any decision-making. As predicted they were, understandably, anxious, but they knew that me pushing myself out of my comfort zone was an important next step for me, and that I was as determined about this as I have been about all stages of my recovery. So, once they realised they couldn’t dissuade me, they gave me their usual incredible support, which gave me even more strength. I think they were delighted that I’d come so far, they’d thought it would be years yet until I was ready to live on my own. They were a bit surprised I’d been looking at places without their knowledge, but I could tell by their shared glances they were also secretly proud of me too. The defiant Kate was back again and it was a glimpse of the independent daughter that they had raised but had missed so sorely for the last two years.


I talked them through my shortlist of flats and with their wisdom of experience they helped me weigh up the pros and cons of each until I made my final choice: a cute little one-bedroom flat in Chiswick. It was tiny but it was set on a quiet road and it felt secure enough for me. The fact that it was on the first floor made me feel a bit less exposed – ground-floor and basement flats carry a higher risk of burglary. My staircase helped me feel more comfortable that I was further away from possible danger.


As an added bonus, there was a police detective living downstairs; I’d met him while the sale was going through when Dad and I had gone over to do some measuring. He was familiar with my story and I overheard him tell Dad he’d do his best to keep an eye on me, which was reassuring for both me and Dad. Having one of the Met’s finest living below me was the next best thing to secure parking and a concierge.


My parents were incredible in the lead-up to moving day. They helped me pack up all my things and a fair few of theirs! I’d stretched myself financially to buy the flat, which meant I couldn’t yet afford to furnish it properly (which I was determined to do so myself), so Mum came to the rescue, begging and borrowing as much second-hand cutlery and crockery as she could from family and friends. She and Dad lent me their old garden furniture to use in the lounge, and offered a camp bed as a short-term solution until I could buy a proper one.


Then the big day finally arrived to leave my old home and old life and start my new life in my new home. My parents were tireless helpers, and we loaded up my VW Beetle and their car until they were both bursting at the seams. I gave our dog Barclay a huge hug goodbye, telling him I’d be back soon to visit, and we set off for Chiswick. I felt a twinge of emotion as I drove away, knowing it would be as big a transition for my parents as it was for me. I knew we’d miss one another’s constant company, and that this day was highly symbolic of our triumph as a family over what had happened to me. I was, and am, so grateful to my parents, as much for allowing me the room to grow and be free as for helping put me back together again when I was too weak to help myself.


We arrived at my flat and spent many hours shifting all my things up the stairs of my building and then unpacking all the boxes and bags. At the end of moving day my flat looked like a squat with all the temporary furniture, empty boxes and the explosion of stuff. But none of it mattered – I was just so proud to be in this new place, both literally and metaphorically.


When everything was set up, we went out to get something to eat and over dinner Mum and Dad gently questioned whether I wanted company on my first night. Mum spoke first.


‘Kate, love, are you sure you don’t want us to stay with you tonight?’


None of us voiced it at the time but I know now that we were all as nervous as one another.


‘Mum, I’m fine, honestly. I’m just going to have a cuppa, read for a while and go to bed.’


I could tell by the look on her face she didn’t completely believe me.


‘Promise you’ll call us tonight before you turn in?’


‘I promise, Mum, and thanks for helping today.’


When they left later that evening, I watched them drive away and wanted to show them I was tough, so I smiled and waved until they were out of view. I’d already given them enough sleepless nights, and I wanted them to rest easy knowing I was happy, confident and strong in my decision, even though I was secretly trembling inside with the unknown before me.


Just two hours later I was faced with my first big test when the power went off, sending me into darkness without warning. I felt searing fear surge through me, and I was sure that this was my attackers returning, coming to finish me off. I spoke out loud to try to talk myself through it.


‘Calm down, Kate. Deep breaths. Take a look out of the window and see if anyone else has lost power too.’


Sure enough, the entire street had been plunged into darkness. I let out a sigh of relief. After feeling my way to the kitchen to find the torch that Mum had insisted I take from home, I knew I needed to hear her and Dad’s voices, so I found my phone and called to tell them what had happened as the torch flickered and spluttered. Dad was adamant I come home straight away.


‘Kate, I can come and get you if you’d rather not drive. Don’t sit there in the dark all night, you’ve no idea when the power will go back on.’


His offer was tempting: this was a pretty odd first night! A huge part of me wanted to take him up on it, but I resolved to stay put. Knowing I had a police officer living downstairs gave me the extra bit of courage I needed.


‘Dad, I’m okay, honestly. It’s only a power cut, and I have the torch. I’m about to go to bed anyway and I don’t need lights while I’m asleep, so I’ll be fine. I just wanted to let you know what was going on. That’s all.’


He made me promise to call if I changed my mind, whatever time of night it might be. It made me feel stronger having them there if I needed them. After hanging up, I crawled under the duvet on my camp bed and read a magazine in the dwindling torchlight until I fell asleep.


I woke the next morning to find the power had come back on. Mum and Dad called first thing to check I’d survived the night. I had, and it was my first triumph living on my own.









Chapter Two


I began settling into a regular daily routine, which I hadn’t dared dream I’d ever experience again. I might not have looked like every other girl in her late twenties, but with a job and a pokey little place to myself, eating microwave meals and running out of milk, I finally felt like lots of other girls my age again.


My medical treatment was (and continues to be) ongoing, but the masks I’d had to wear for twenty-three hours a day to help compress my scars were a distant memory, packed away in a box in Mum and Dad’s garage. The Foundation wasn’t even a year old yet but we were receiving hundreds of emails every week in response to my documentary, Katie: My Beautiful Face, which had been shown on Channel 4 in October 2009.


It was a huge boost to my confidence when kind strangers approached me to say they’d seen the documentary and how much they’d been moved by it. Many were keen to tell me about the personal challenges they too had overcome. To this day, it never fails to amaze and touch me when people open up to me. It always makes me feel like I’m part of a special group of survivors, a secret society of people who ‘made it’, people who’ve been tested to their limits but have come back fighting, who have rebuilt themselves – emotionally, physically or both. These people make me feel like anything is possible. Though what happened to me may be written all over my face, I know hundreds – thousands – of survivors who’ve fought hard to recover from trauma, attacks or abuse, and yet you’d never know it to look at them. They wear their scars on the inside, but those scars are just as real as ones on the outside. Being part of that group – having unflinching and unwavering support from people I hardly know – will always make me feel like anything is possible.


And it was these feelings and a desire to help this amazing group of survivors that had made me set up the Foundation in the first place. And now the charity was keeping me busier than I could ever have imagined and my diary was filling up weeks in advance. I loved how fast the Foundation was growing but I felt a huge responsibility to make sure we stayed on top of everything. I’d work long and late into the night, making sure I’d replied to everyone who’d contacted us. Dinners for one from Sainsbury’s were replaced with snacks from the office vending machines. I’d sneak down the hall, trying not to get noticed by people from the other businesses on our floor who were also working late, but my clacking heels always blew my cover and inevitably I’d be spotted sneaking back with my two-course dinner of Mini Cheddars and Maltesers. Setting out my feast in front of my computer screen I felt secure and safe, cocooned in a job I loved. If you had told me years earlier that I’d be running a charity, I’d never have believed you; never have thought I was capable of opening a spreadsheet, let alone writing financial plans and building a charity.


In addition to the growing commitments at the Foundation, I was getting more and more requests for interviews and offers of television work as well as writing my own columns. It was a huge confidence boost, but I could only be in so many places at once, and there was so much I didn’t know how to negotiate. It soon became obvious that I needed an agent to help guide me.


I turned to Mags, the PR lady at Channel 4 who’d worked on my documentary, and she introduced me to a great agent, Joanne. We bonded straight away and she instantly made life easier; it was a huge relief having her manage my diary and help me navigate the alien media world. And being freed from answering all the daily requests gave me much more time to concentrate on developing the Foundation.


My career was really taking off now, so I felt it was time to focus a bit more on the longer term and where I’d be in six months or a year. It was scary at first thinking that far ahead, as it wasn’t something I’d done much of since the attack. For so long I’d just focused on getting through the hour or day or week. But allowing myself to dream and think ahead helped to put the past behind me.


In June 2010, I got some mind-blowing news: my documentary was nominated for a BAFTA. The film had been gruelling to make, not only because it meant reliving the horrors of what happened to me and revealing some of my most private, painful experiences to an unknown audience, but it also meant documenting the sentencing of the men who had attacked me and my reaction to it – I had no idea at the time what the outcome was going to be. So, in addition to the overwhelming public support I received when the film aired, getting the BAFTA nomination went some way to confirming that I had made the right decision to share my story. While we didn’t win at the actual awards ceremony, it was still one of the most memorable nights of my life and the whole experience was elating.


A few weeks later, still on a high from the BAFTAs, I was in a meeting with Joanne to talk about new projects when she announced she had a surprise for me. Victoria Beckham’s agent had sent me some perfume, body lotion, sunglasses and Victoria’s style book in a beautifully wrapped box. Tucked inside was a handwritten note from Posh herself, telling me she thought I was brave and inspiring and should stay fabulous always. I nearly fainted. I looked at Joanne in total astonishment, and blurted out, ‘The Victoria Beckham? Writing to ME??’ I pulled myself together and wrote a note straight back to thank her for being so incredibly thoughtful.


The minute I left Joanne’s office I was straight on the phone to my sister, Suzy. I couldn’t dial fast enough! I was so excited to tell her what had just happened; she knew how much I loved the Spice Girls. We used to dress up and sing Wannabe with our cousin (I was Baby because of my blonde hair), and now I had a letter and gifts from Posh! If that wasn’t enough, shortly afterwards Victoria’s agent got in touch again and said that if I ever wanted to borrow a dress for an event I should just let her know. It was like being invited to play in her closet – the best closet in the whole world, belonging to one of my idols. It was a girl’s dream come true.


I hoped that some day I’d be able to take her up on it, but right then I had plenty to keep me busy at the Foundation and a glamorous night out seemed a world away. Staying on top of my daily admin and responding to everyone who wrote in to us, thanking strangers for donations, or making sure we sent out fundraising tins, t-shirts and kits for people who wanted to hold events to raise money for us was practically a full-time job, even with a growing staff of three. But I was also about to embark upon a huge new project that was going to take things to a whole new level.


In the weeks following the BAFTAs, Joanne was handling even more media requests and we were on and off the phone several times a day. Despite all the attention, I’ve never seen myself as a celebrity. I was and always will be just Katie Piper. I still travel on the Tube, join the queue, take the rubbish out and clean the house. I see myself as a woman who had a high-profile news story attached to her, which now brings me a lot of warmth and love, both in person and in the virtual world through online messages or tweets.


But soon I got a call that knocked me sideways with disbelief – a publisher had been in touch with Joanne and wanted me to write my story. I had never even considered that I might write a book one day, let alone that anyone would want to read it, so it was a huge surprise when they expressed interest. Joanne told me she’d handle everything regarding the details and the contract, but in order to make the most of all the publicity I was getting at the time the publisher had set a deadline of just a few short months. All I had to do was to get writing – fast! While it felt daunting and like totally unfamiliar territory, I was really excited – I’m always up for a challenge!


We met with the publisher and the team, talked everything through about how I would tell my story, and set the publication date for the start of 2011. We even settled on a title: Beautiful. I had first reclaimed the word in the title of my documentary; it’s a word that resonates with women across the globe, but it means something very different to me. I may have been beautiful before the attack, but while I recovered I learned the true meaning of inner beauty, both in myself and in others, and I wanted to open more people’s eyes and hearts to the meaning of true beauty.


I went home straight after the meeting and started to outline everything. I thought about how I could tell my story in more detail than I had been able to do in the documentary. I started the process of going through all my old journals, and reread all my thoughts and feelings about what had happened to me. It was so strange; it felt simultaneously distant, as if I were reading someone else’s words, and like the feelings were completely fresh and had all happened just yesterday. The words in my diaries were so raw and honest; sometimes my directness surprised even me.


As with making the documentary, the process wasn’t easy; in the years since the attack I had tried to push a lot of terrifying memories out of my head. As I wrote and rewrote, I had to work through the material several times, which meant I was going over and over these memories. Years before, when the trial for my attackers was finished, I’d put the judges’ sentencing remarks away in a drawer and I hadn’t read them since the end of the trial. I decided to read them again and choose which bits should be in the book. The judge had said, ‘[the victim] had a face of pure beauty. You, Danny Lynch and Stefan Sylvestre, represent the face of pure evil. . . . Her psychological injuries are severe. There is a significant risk of clinical depression with a degree of change of personality and self-harm. However, her tremendous courage is not in doubt . . . Her desire for justice and her unwavering truthfulness in the face of the most appalling adversity were the clearest examples of the bravery of the human spirit.’ Reading the words took me straight back to that day, and I remembered how I’d hoped Danny and Stefan’s incarceration would be a magic wand to shut out everything that had happened to me, but in fact it had left me more rudderless than I’d ever imagined.


I wanted the book to include pictures to help show what my life was like both before and after the attack. I spent hours digging out old photos, searching for images of my old face and setting them next to pictures of me with my new face – my burned face, my scarred face, my masked face. It was something I hadn’t really let myself do up until then; I had worked so hard to accept my new face in order to rebuild my life, stay positive and keep moving forward. So having the different Katies staring back at me from the pictures was a pretty big moment.


Writing Beautiful was a journey that took me to places I couldn’t have predicted. Sometimes it was empowering to think how far I’d come in my healing, and at other times it was horrific and impossibly difficult to think back to what had happened to me. But ultimately it was a really cathartic experience getting it all out, and I was intensely proud of the result – not least because of the speed with which I’d had to write it.


All during this time I was also working on the filming of my second documentary for Channel 4, Katie: My Beautiful Friends, which was focusing on my setting up the charity and meeting other disfigured people who were trying to make their way in a world that is still often uneasy about disfigurement. One was a young woman named Adele, a teenage ballerina who had been scalded in the shower during an epileptic seizure and who was suffering from crushingly low self-esteem as a result of her injuries. Another was Amit, a man with neurofibromatosis, a disorder he’d had since birth in which nerve tissue grows into tumours. He was warm and funny, and was trying to make a happy life for himself in a world that isn’t always willing to accept and embrace the way he looks.


Some, like Amit, had been living with disfigurement for far longer than I had, and each of us was at a different point in our recovery. But knowing the ambition of this programme was to educate the public about differences gave each and every one of us a sense of purpose and pride. I knew when the programme aired it would show the viewing public that people are far more similar than they are different, no matter how they look. After all, on the inside, we all want and deserve love, success, happiness and recognition.


The show was also documenting the Foundation’s belated official launch, so we were working hard to make sure that when the show aired we had enough resources to cope with the swell of letters and emails we expected to receive.


But despite having so much going on in my life, after less than a year of living alone, the novelty of having a place to myself began to wear off and a loneliness I’d never expected started to seep in. The privacy I thought I’d cherish began to feel suffocating. When I’d lived away from Mum and Dad before the attack, I’d been in a shared house with lots of people coming and going, or organising nights out. But now, the TV was my only companion when nobody was around, and it became strangely important. I finally had a sofa, and I would curl up and watch a movie in comfort and try to distract myself from how lonely I was.


I soon grew bored of flicking between the few Freeview channels I liked, so, with my ‘my house is my home’ mantra in my head, I decided I’d treat myself to Sky TV.


But I faced an unexpected challenge when I phoned up Sky to get it connected – I was told an engineer would need to come out to install the box and dish.


‘What, to my house?’ I asked the advisor on the phone. I had presumed they just flipped a switch somewhere.


‘Yes.’


‘Where I live? Here?’


‘Yes, we have to connect the box to your TV.’


My stomach flipped with anxiety. So far, only family and friends had set foot in my flat, and the thought of having a stranger in my home, a man I didn’t know, filled me with dread. He’d know where I live, he’d have my address. I’d be alone with him. He could attack me, hurt me, do whatever he wanted and I’d be powerless to stop him.


I told the person on the phone that I needed to have a think and would call them back. I had to give myself a pep talk for a whole week before I felt strong enough to call again and make the appointment. I was terrified but I kept telling myself it’d be worth it when I could snuggle down with a tub of ice cream and Sex And The City 2 after a long, hard week.


The day of the installation arrived. Shaking out my hands and taking deep breaths, I repeated a mantra over and over in my head: ‘He’s not going to hurt you; he’s here to install Sky. There’s nothing to be afraid of. Just focus on all the films you’ll get to see . . .’


The doorbell rang, and I opened the door.


‘Hi, I’m Pete from Sky, you’re after a new box and a dish?’


I smiled nervously and let him in, retreating back to the front door as soon as I could. At least if he lunged at me I’d be able to get away. I noticed him looking at me curiously.


‘Were you burned in a fire, love?’


I was so shocked that I barely knew what to say.


‘Sorry?’


‘Your face. Was it a house fire?’


He’d caught me completely off guard. Of all the scenarios I’d played out in my head, having a chat about my burned face wasn’t one of them. I’d feared he was going to attack me, not make small talk. I touched my cheek and flipped my fringe lower down over my eyes.


‘Yes. Yep. A house fire . . .’


The inner Katie started screaming. ‘What are you doing? Why the hell did you tell him it was a house fire? Have you lost your mind? What if he recognises you? What if it was a test to see if you were telling the truth? You sound like an idiot.’


But I felt like I was on improvisation auto-pilot and couldn’t stop myself.


‘You poor love. I’m so sorry.’


Internal Katie hadn’t finished with me yet. ‘You are mental. Mental. What are you, some kind of lunatic? Just stop talking.’


Luckily, he decided not to probe further and steered the conversation on to the box before putting a dish on the wall outside and finally leaving.


Shutting the door, I collapsed onto the sofa and called my best friend Kay to tell her what an idiot I’d been. We had first met in the toilets of QVC while auditioning for a presenting job in our early twenties and she’d been a constant in my life ever since. Hearing her laughter made me see the funny side too.


The irony was that, after all the worry and stress about making the appointment, a few days later I received a formal letter from the Residents’ Association of my building reminding me that we were in a conservation area, and as I hadn’t got permission to put up a Sky dish, I’d have to take it down.


So with the dish gathering dust in a cupboard, and not much on TV to warrant staying in all the time, my weekend nights out started to extend to weeknights too, as much as my schedule would allow. Dinner with friends, nights down the pub, girly sleepovers, cinema trips and visits back home to Mum and Dad filled my evenings. I loved hanging out with friends, but before long it started to feel less like relaxed fun and more like a desperate attempt to spend as much time as possible away from the silence of my flat.


My weekdays were similar: I was packing in as much as I could, and pushing myself harder and harder at the Foundation, which aims to support people with burns and scars from trauma injuries and to improve scar management and burns rehabilitation in the UK.


I was working with hair restoration, permanent make-up and camouflage make-up specialists and I also ran workshops for people with burns and scars, to help build their confidence and to give them a chance to meet others and share experiences.


But still, the feelings of loneliness were growing even more acute, especially when I hung out with friends who were all loved-up. Kay had her fiancé, Ivan, and my school friend Juliet was moving in with her boyfriend, Mark. I watched them and other friends share their lives with their other halves. They had someone to eat with, laugh with, sleep with; someone to help them celebrate life’s triumphs, and deal with the lows. I was genuinely happy for them but naturally I started longing for a relationship of my own, for someone to love. I had a career, great friends and a place of my own. A boyfriend seemed like the missing piece of the puzzle.


It wasn’t that I hadn’t had any relationships after the attack – I’d had a boyfriend when I still lived at home with my parents, but we’d split up just before I moved out. While he hadn’t been my Mr Right, he’d certainly been my Mr Really Bloody Helpful. He’d given me confidence and helped me establish intimacy again, and because of him I felt there was hope for me to find someone who’d see past my scars and want the real me, and I was more than ready for that to happen.









Chapter Three


One Friday night, towards the end of 2010, I met up with Kay in a pub in Chiswick. I decided to share what I had been feeling.


‘I think I’m ready to start dating again. . . What do you think?’


She looked at me as only a best friend can. ‘Are you sure?’


She was sweetly protective of me.


‘I think so,’ I said, ‘I know it probably won’t happen straight away but inside I’m starting to feel like I did before the attack, more normal. I know I don’t look the same, but frankly I want a boyfriend. I know I’ve got you and my other mates, but I’m tired of being lonely. Do you think anyone will want me?’


I felt desperately vulnerable as I asked the question. I knew Kay loved me but I also knew she’d be honest with me.


‘Yes, Katie, I do. I really truly do.’


Over the next few months, I did start meeting a few guys, usually through friends on a night down the pub. But I soon noticed something odd happening. Often I’d get chatting to a guy and he would seem really interested in everything I said, and we’d end up talking all night. I’d get excited, feeling sure that he liked me, that we’d really connected. He’d ask for my number and I’d go home feeling great – sometimes daydreaming about the possibility of things progressing further. Then the next day I’d be gutted when a text message arrived, asking me to do something like open his village fete or draw the winning raffle ticket at his work Christmas do. It felt like these guys only wanted the public Katie, the one they’d seen on TV, not Katie the woman, who was awkwardly trying to find herself a boyfriend.


With others, I’d think I could sense a spark but after a few minutes’ chat he’d be pouring his heart out to me, telling me such sad stories about the worst things that had happened to him, opening up to me as if I were a therapist. I wondered if these men thought I was out of bounds because of what I’d been through. That having been raped and left disfigured had made it impossible for me to fancy anyone or be fancied. It felt like I’d become asexual to men. Guys would approach me to tell me I was inspiring and amazing, which at the time was flattering and gave me hope and confidence, but then I’d watch them walk up to a girl who looked like I used to and ask for her phone number, and my heart would sink.


Sometimes they would even say things to me like, ‘Bless you. You’re so sweet and brave.’ I’d smile outwardly, but inside I was so frustrated, thinking ‘Oh my God, I’m nearly 27, what do you mean I’m so sweet?’ I longed to be desirable, not sweet.


After many situations like these, I began to get a gnawing feeling inside that no one wanted me, and I started to retreat into myself, giving up on the possibility of ever finding Mr Right. Even though I hated being on my own, I began to stay in more, keen to avoid nights out where I would inevitably just face rejection. Somehow, loneliness felt easier to deal with than constant knockbacks. I started to turn down invites from friends and tried to get over the disappointment that my attempt at dipping my toe back into the dating world had been a failure.


So I was still getting used to the fact that I might be single forever when, after a particularly stressful week at the Foundation, I let myself into my flat, kicked off my heels and changed into my PJs. I had brought some work home with me, determined to get on top of it before Monday, and I’d stopped on my way home to pick up some Chinese food and a DVD. I was trying desperately to keep my mood buoyant and not think about being on my own, even though I knew that right now most of my friends would be getting ready for a night on the town. Kay had been texting me all day, asking me to come out that evening, and my phone flashed with a new message from her as I put on some music to fill the silence.


‘You sure you don’t wanna come out and play? Last chance? xx’ I tapped back, ‘Nah, tired and got a take-away now, maybe tomorrow. Have fun xx’


I still hadn’t fully furnished the flat and was using an upturned cardboard box as a table, with a deck chair on either side. Very glam! I transferred my take-away food to a plate, set it on top of the box and went to fetch myself a glass of wine. But on my return I stopped short: my dinner was no longer where I had left it.


Confused, I scanned the room, but the plate was nowhere to be seen. Was I going mad? Could it still be in the kitchen? I looked down at the box again and noticed something shining through the gap between the cardboard flaps. I lifted the box, and there in a pile on my carpet was a messy nest of noodles: my plate had slid through and dropped onto the floor. I sat down and stared at it in exasperation for a few minutes, then grabbed my phone and texted Kay.


‘Am I too late to come out?’


I was so relieved when she texted right back.


‘No, I’ll swing by and get you in half an hour.’ I’d never got ready so fast.
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