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This book is dedicated to Minnie:

she’s my best friend, my companion,

my confidante and the best gift

I have ever had in my whole life


Introduction

Sometimes, when you’re reading a magazine at the end of a hard day, somebody comes into the room and turns on a light and only then do you realise how dark it has become and you wonder how you’ve been able to see anything at all. Well, that was how it felt after writing my autobiography, Extreme. Being made to look at my past, at things I had buried for so long, brought home to me the level of darkness that had become the norm in my life – but I needed the light to be turned on to see it. That light was Ozzy’s sobriety. With it my life changed. As I finished writing the last few pages of the book, my husband was celebrating one whole year of being sober and clean, the first time I had known him that way since we met in 1970 when I was seventeen and he was a loony with a tap around his neck and no socks, squatting on the floor in my father’s office where I was working as a receptionist.

The Ozzy I fell in love with, married and chose to be the father of my children was an addict long before we even met. He did everything and anything the pharmaceutical industry could throw at him except heroin. In a recent programme on Channel 4, he topped the poll of drug-crazed musicians who by all the laws of nature shouldn’t be alive.

Strange as this may seem, I didn’t see this as a problem at the time. It went with the territory, a territory I was literally born into: that old cliché of sex, drugs and rock and roll. The chaos, the craziness – it all seemed normal to me. It’s only when you come out the other side that you think, Oh my God. How did we survive that?

It’s been over two years since we celebrated Ozzy’s first incredible year of no booze and no drugs on 21 April 2005. That milestone – so unbelievable at the time – is now long gone. In that first year there had been wobbly moments, mornings when I would wake up with my instinct saying something wasn’t right and the tension running through me like the high-pitched hum of an electricity pylon. I would get through the day in a state of panic, snapping at anyone who came near me, even Minnie, my Pomeranian – the only one, naturally, who would snap back. I would worry myself sick when we were apart, just as I had worried myself sick about the children when they were small, convinced that if I wasn’t with them something bad was sure to happen.

For the first couple of years my husband went to an AA meeting every day. It seemed to me that those meetings with other recovering alcoholics were like a substitute drug for him. He needed them. As for me, I was terrified that if he missed even one he might say fuck it and give it all up, as had happened so many times in the past, and I’d find myself once again in that dark place I had only just emerged from. He didn’t. Gradually the not-drinking, the not-chuckingpainkillers-down-his-throat-as-if-they-were-tic-tacs, became more natural both to him and to those around him. These days, although he still does his meetings, he doesn’t need them in the same way and they’re no longer every day. Best of all, my husband has a hit record. Not only does that give him a high better than any drug invented, it’s proof to him (and to the rest of the world) of what I have been saying all along: that he doesn’t need outside stimulants to release his creativity.

In the autumn of 2005 I had my own project to worry about. Let nobody tell you writing an autobiography is easy. I was always determined to be honest, but this decision came at a cost. People’s memories of the same event can be surprisingly different, even things that appear relatively straightforward, like the story of a fight my husband and I had in New York in the mid-eighties at the Hard Rock Café – inevitably it was while Ozzy was working on an album, when he was at his most belligerent and difficult. Four people there that night came up with four different versions of what happened, and that’s not counting Ozzy himself, who has no memory of the evening at all.

Of all the people whose reaction has been, ‘No, you’re wrong, it wasn’t like that’, the most upsetting for me has been my brother. Even though we shared our childhood and adolescence, from poverty in Brixton to diamonds and racehorses in Mayfair and Wimbledon, his memory of those early years is very different from mine. Ask him if he was happy and he’ll say yes. From the moment he was born, David adored my mother and she adored him and David is still angry with me at my depiction of her.

He sent me a letter at the time of publication telling me how hurt he was. But, as I wrote at the beginning of the book, ‘Memory is a strange thing … What follows is only my memory of what happened in my life. I cannot say this is how it happened. I can only say this is how it seemed to me at the time.’

He wrote that he didn’t understand why I had only put in the bad things. He had a point. I didn’t write about how he had been good to me when I had cancer. And he was. He was really supportive, and I didn’t write about that. He said I sounded very bitter in the book. Well, that’s his opinion and he’s entitled to it. But the bad things were true and that’s what I felt.

As it is, our lives have taken very different trajectories. I know that my brother is with his family and I wish him health, wealth and happiness his entire life. The bottom line is that we are so terribly different, and each time in our lives when we try to be friendly and get on, it ends in tears, and I just don’t want to cry any more.

It’s so hard when you want to be truthful not to hurt other people, and my husband – the person I least want to hurt in the world – hasn’t even dared read Extreme because he’s so frightened he comes out badly. But as anyone who has read my first book will know, he doesn’t. On the contrary: he comes out as the crazy, loving, gorgeous man he is, with that extraordinary sense of humour that most women will agree is the ultimate aphrodisiac.

I, too, was frightened as the day of publication approached, but for a different reason. I didn’t want to look a fool. I was never convinced that my story would interest anybody. It was only my life, after all, a life I suspected should be subtitled ‘a cautionary tale’. But readers themselves proved me wrong. In early 2006 it was named the biggest-selling autobiography since records began, and a couple of months later it won Biography of the Year at the British Book Awards.

Did writing it change me? Well, something did. It allowed me to look at my life from the outside and see patterns I hadn’t been aware of before. As a child – and even later – I often felt like I was acting out a story, and I would sometimes dramatise what was happening to make it more interesting. But I had no sense of whether it was a comedy or a tragedy. Now I realise it was a mixture of the two.

It didn’t happen all at once, but light began to creep into my life, like sunshine forces its way through the blinds in midsummer. I began to sleep better, and one morning I woke up and decided I couldn’t stand living in gloom and clutter any more. So I set to work on the house in Beverly Hills, made famous in The Osbournes. Doors that for years had looked like they led to dungeons were painted as white as vanilla ice cream. Windows, tinted by MTV for the show, were stripped of their smoked-glass coating, and for the first time since we moved in, the kitchen was flooded with natural light. You could pick up a magazine and read it without turning on a lamp.

The kids loved the new look. Everyone loved it. Everyone except Ozzy, who said it looked like a hospital. As for the hall, which was done a distressed pale blue, he said, ‘It looks as if someone’s wiped their arse on it.’ As my friend Gloria always says, ‘Men never like change.’

But the light couldn’t reach every corner. When I finished writing Extreme, it felt as if I had closed the book on a set of accounts that for years I hadn’t been able to balance, and to some extent I still feel that’s the case. But I hadn’t resolved everything – I don’t think anybody can, just like that – and there was still so much I’d stuffed away. Issues with my health, my body, my role as a mother now that the kids were growing up and leaving home. And my relationship with my father, who had always been such a huge figure in my life, and was now seriously ill with Alzheimer’s.

The fact is, life never quite goes according to plan. You’d think as an Osbourne I would have realised that by now. Yet, although I didn’t know it at the time, I was about to enter one of the most turbulent periods of my life.


Hollywood

Summer 2007. Another sun-drenched day in LA. Outside, the traffic moves slowly up Hollywood Boulevard, the sidewalks empty except for tourists and office workers on their way from lunch, keeping to the shade, talking into their cell phones, getting on with their lives. But inside my father’s nursing home it’s another world. An oasis of calm. My heels click on the polished floor as I walk down the corridor towards his room, past closed doors. A nurse smiles at me. I don’t recognise her. It’s been a while since I was last here. My schedule these last few months has been insane, just madness, even for me. Launching my husband’s new album and a massive world tour. Filming The X-Factor and America’s Got Talent. Getting Ozzfest up and running for another year. There’s never enough time.

A wave of guilt washes over me, like it always does when I come here. I should visit more often. What kind of a daughter am I?

My father Don Arden – the legendary rock manager – had already been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s when he came back into my life six years ago. At that point he could understand maybe 50 per cent of what you said, but in the last three years he’s really deteriorated. It’s such a cruel and pitiless illness. Terrifying. Most old people retreat into their memories, but he had been robbed even of that. As Don’s condition got worse we had to move him here, into Belmont, and now he needs care twenty-four hours a day. The bills are crippling, but that’s OK. My father took care of me when I was a child. Now he’s like a child himself, so I take care of him. That’s how it should be.

I hear the music before I even walk into the room. Pavarotti. My father was a huge fan, and I had taken him to see the great tenor in concert in Vegas shortly before we had to move him into Belmont. I do believe that even people in the worst stages of Alzheimer’s can pick up an atmosphere. Maybe more so than the rest of us. The music is so calming and relaxing. I’m sure it helps. As my father was getting worse, if there was a sudden, loud noise on the TV, or the dogs started barking he would become totally afraid. Fear has a strange effect on people with dementia and, like a lot of fellow sufferers, my father can get violent, sometimes lashing out at the nurses when they were changing his diaper. And not just the staff. One time he wandered into the wrong room by mistake and another patient – an old lady – threw a cup at him, so he went over and slapped her. It wasn’t his fault: he was frightened, just like she was. He needs calm. He needs routine. And he’s always loved music.

My father is sitting in his wheelchair. Just after Christmas he fell – nobody quite knows how – and he never regained the use of his legs. He’s wearing his tracksuit bottoms, the ones we gave him with the Ozzy logo. He would never have dreamed of wearing a tracksuit before he got sick. My father was so particular about everything. He would shower three times a day. He would change his clothes three times a day. Everything was pristine; his appearance was immaculate. He bought nothing off the hanger; everything was tailor made. But the tracksuits are comfortable and make things easier for the nurses.

‘Hi Dad. It’s Shah.’

No response. Not a flicker of recognition in his eyes. I pull up an easy chair and sit next to him. He’s been like this for over a year. Over a year since I’ve seen an emotion cross his face. He doesn’t know who I am; I’m not even sure if he knows I’m here.

Ozzy sees it differently. The last time he came with me to visit, he was sure Don recognised him. ‘He knows it’s me, Sharon. I can see it in his eyes. I promise you, he looked straight at me.’ And I was like, Fuck off, he’s not looking at you, he’s looking through you, at someone imaginary over there in the corner. Ozzy was utterly convinced, but I know. I’m absolutely certain he doesn’t recognise me. And that’s not going to change now.

So what am I doing? Why did I come? Sometimes I wonder what the point is. He doesn’t know I’m here; it doesn’t even register. Hardly anyone visits him any more. All his old friends and cronies – they’ve abandoned him, or are dead themselves. Only his mistress Meredith has stayed loyal. She still visits him every week. My brother David used to, but he has had to move back to England. One way or another, Don’s family are all estranged or back in Manchester like his sister Eileen.

There’s really only Dari I can count on. Dari originally came to our house in Beverly Hills to help with the laundry and the ironing when the children were still small. She comes from Georgia in the south of what was the Soviet Union – by one of those strange coincidences, not far from where my father’s family came from originally. In her country she was a fully qualified doctor, but the way things work in America, she couldn’t carry on in her profession without re-studying and taking new exams. From my point of view, Dari has been a godsend. She’s been caring for Don for over two years now. When I’m away, she keeps me up to date. She tells me how ‘Mr Don’ is doing, checks that he is being given the care I’ve asked for, and that’s as much as anybody could do.

As for me, his daughter, I could visit every day or stay away for good – neither would make any difference to Don, I’m sure of it. So why am I here? It’s not just a sense of duty. I’ve been thinking about this for a while now. I’ve come here today for a particular reason.

A few months ago I had taken a call from Pamela Stephenson, Billy Connolly’s beautiful, funny and clever wife, who gave up performing to train as a psychologist. She now practises professionally in New York. She wanted me to take part in a new TV show she was working on called Shrink Rap. It was done like a therapy session, looking at how your childhood had influenced your life. She had her sights on a handful of people who’d written or talked in public about how their past had affected their lives.

I still don’t really know why I agreed to do it, but before I knew what had happened it was fixed. There was a date and a time down in the diary and that was that. By then everyone was telling me, ‘Are you mad?! You’ve gotta get out of it!’ My brilliant and very loyal PA Melinda was saying: ‘It’s easy, Sharon. Just say no.’ But I’d made a promise to Ms Connolly, as she calls herself professionally, and there was nothing I could do about it. I buried my head in the sand, as I so often do, and hoped she would just go away and find somebody else to play with. Even on the morning itself Jude – who does my hair and make-up whenever I am in LA – was saying, ‘Let’s just run!’ But I was too much of a coward to do that either.

I found the whole experience very weird. Everybody took it extremely seriously. The crew all had to sign a confidentiality contract, and when you were being filmed, only the sound man and two camera guys were on set. Everyone else was kept out of the studio. Of course I knew they were all watching it on the monitors, but then I’m just an old cynic.

The whole thing went on for about three and a half hours, which they cut down to forty-three minutes for the programme. And, I have to say, Pamela was very supportive after the show was recorded. It wasn’t like, ‘Right, that’s it, we’ve got what we need. Bye.’ She called up several times afterwards to talk things through and see how I was. And she would have taken anything out I didn’t want. But once I’d done it, it was like, Oh fuck it, I’m walking away.

Melinda had come with me and going back in the car she said, ‘I really don’t think that should go out. I think you should can it. Save it for your memoirs.’ She had called Michael Guarracino at my LA office while I was in there with Pamela: ‘This is going horribly wrong,’ she had said. ‘If I could stop the interview I would. She is in bits on camera and it is horrible.’

When the show aired, some of my friends were horrified on my behalf. They couldn’t understand why I did it. They thought it was humiliating to show myself on TV like that. Crying. Vulnerable. I’ve always been very upfront and frank. I can’t help it. It’s how I am. At the end of the session, Pamela thanked me for ‘speaking from the heart’. I just laughed and said, ‘I can’t speak any other way.’ And it’s true, I can’t. Sometimes I wish I could. Sometimes it gets me into trouble.

People have asked me whether I found the experience cathartic. Fuck no! It was like, For fuck’s sake, maybe now I can get some peace. You can’t expect any mind-changing revelations in three and a half hours. For mind-changing revelations you need years of therapy and it takes a real commitment. There isn’t a Botox equivalent for sorting out your head.

Even so, I found myself thinking about everything we’d discussed. Having delved into my past so recently for the book, a lot of what we talked about was familiar territory, but she still brought me to tears – though that’s not hard to do.

We talked about my mother, and how I felt we never really had a connection. About Ozzy and how he saved me. He’d loved me, he’d needed me, and I’d blossomed because of him. I would never have survived without him. Until I met him, I was just a precocious brat. Brash, big-mouthed, violent. (Pamela didn’t like it when I said that – she thought I was being too hard on myself. But it was true. Ozzy made me a better person because he loved me unconditionally.) We talked about my three gorgeous children and why they are the most precious things in the world to me.

And we talked about my father.

In preparation for the show, Pamela read my autobiography, and towards the end of the session she told me that knowing what she now did, she was astounded that I had come through at all. I remember feeling surprised. Then, in just a couple of sentences, she listed what my father had done: made me lie for him, cheat for him, steal for him. He had betrayed me, threatened to kill me, threatened to kill my children. ‘I don’t know how you survived it, Sharon,’ Pamela said. ‘I really don’t.’ Yet I did more than survive. I flourished. I suppose it’s like when you see speeded-up traffic on film: you wonder why the cars don’t crash into each other, yet somehow they don’t.

There was one thing that really surprised me. We were talking about my father, the fact that he was in a rest home and that I was the one looking after him.

‘Why are you supporting him?’ she asked. ‘Are you still seeking his approval?’ I had never thought of it like that and the idea quite shocked me. As for the question why: I don’t know. Sometimes I wonder if maybe I’m doing it so people will say, ‘Isn’t she great; what a great woman she is, taking him back!’ I suppose I bothered because I couldn’t have lived with myself if I hadn’t. What would have happened to him? Penniless in Los Angeles? Without me footing the bills he’d have been on Skid Row. Destitute. How could I have lived with that?

It got me thinking, though. Something Pamela said really stuck with me – that it’s ‘normal to protect our abusers’. I’d never heard of that before, but now I can’t help wondering if that’s what I’m doing.

I don’t want to sound bitter, like my brother said. My father may have betrayed me, and some people thought he was a monster, but he wasn’t all bad. He taught me a lot. So much! He taught me how to be a fighter. It’s because of him that I’m not afraid of anyone.

I just want to try to understand before it’s too late. There are so many questions I never got to ask him. He can’t answer them now; he can’t even understand what I’m saying, doesn’t recognise me or anybody. But maybe if I sit here with him I can work a few things out for myself. Because it’s only when you start to understand someone that you can begin to forgive them.

I reach out and take my father’s hand. Nothing, no response. His nails are dirty – I make sure he gets a manicure once a week but you know how it is. It’s not the nurses’ fault. He would have hated it, though. If he could see what he’s become, he’d just die. He’d go insane.

I just pray he really doesn’t know what’s happening to him, that Ozzy’s wrong and he’s not trying to communicate. I know what it’s like to be alive in a body and not be able to tell anyone. One time during one of my operations I woke up from the anaesthetic. I couldn’t move my eyes; I could hear everything that was going on but I couldn’t move my body. I couldn’t signal to anyone what was happening. It was one of the most terrifying experiences of my life. Terrible.

There we are, spending our lives imagining we’re in control of our bodies but we’re not, not in the end. If my father’s condition has taught me anything, then it’s this. He used to be such a powerful man, so well built and strong. It was like there was a force field all around him. And now it’s as if he’s shrunk; he’s just this little old man.

I’ve spent my whole life fighting with my body, fighting the years. You can be the strongest, fittest person, but whatever you manage to do, it’s only temporary. I’m just starting to learn that. All these years I’ve waged a war on my body, and now here’s my father sitting in front of me, reminding me it’s a war you can never win. Not in the end.
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Growing Old Disgracefully

In the autumn of 2005 I was busier than I had ever been in my life. Ozzfest might have been over for another year, but the second series of The X-Factor was about to air and my autobiography was hitting the bookshops. Jonathan Ross asked me on to his TV show to talk about the book, and in the process I managed to scandalise the more po-faced newspapers by getting him to feel my new tits.

At the end of the nineties I had been seriously overweight and had undergone a surgical procedure to limit my food intake: I had a gastric band put round my stomach. A year later I’d lost 125 pounds – about eight and a half stone. Although most of the fat had gone, the excess skin hadn’t, so I needed plastic surgery. I had nearly everything done – cut, sucked and lifted – including my breasts, which had been a ridiculous size and looked like two balloons filled with water. After the operation they were a perfectly respectable 34C.

Seven years on and gravity had taken its toll. My tits were looking their age and I decided they needed a revamp. It wasn’t that simple, the surgeon told me. Because they were so broad, if they were just lifted – the nipple moved, the excess cut away – I’d end up with a couple of dinner plates on either side of my chest. I’d need implants to give them shape, he said. For a more natural look he suggested pouches filled with saline rather than silicone, inserted in front of the muscle, easier to do and less painful. So that’s what happened. It all passed off very smoothly. A bit of pain – nothing like this is totally pain free – but acceptable, and I just loved them. There they were as perky as a twenty-year-old’s, now a nice bouncy 34D and I was ridiculously proud of them. Jonathan seemed to like them too.

As the old saying has it, pride comes before a fall, and within a few months they had started to sag. What they don’t tell you is that implants weigh, and once you pass fifty your skin loses its elasticity. Gravity takes over and they sag. I was not happy, so I went to see another plastic surgeon.

Ah well, he said. In his view I should have had silicone, not saline, and the implants needed to go behind the muscle, not in front. But it wasn’t too late. He could do it for me. Not a problem.

Ozzy didn’t want me to have them done. He’d had enough of me mucking around with my body and he is terrified of general anaesthetics. But it’s like everything else about me. Whatever I have, I hate. It wouldn’t take more than a couple of days and nobody would notice, I thought, and at the same time I’d have liposuction on the bits I had never got round to doing before – my arms and my back. I booked myself in for a new breast op. It would be like a little late Christmas present from me to myself.

I needed it. I’d been having real trouble with the gastric band – acid reflux that was beyond a joke, particularly at night. It was agony. The pain would spread all across my chest and the food I had just eaten would come back up. Sometimes I would have food coming out of my nose. I was having to sleep sitting up, and during the day I couldn’t stop hiccupping. My surgeon wanted to take a look as soon as I got back to LA in the New Year, so I went for a scan on 7 January.

The operation I’d had in 1999 is only given to patients who are 100 pounds over their correct weight. Obese was the word they used. Nothing is cut away: they just insert a hollow band round the upper part of your stomach. Once it’s in place, and your body has recovered from the operation, they fill this band with saline solution through an access port. As the liquid expands the band, it squeezes the stomach until it’s the shape of an egg-timer, creating a pouch at the top and leaving a narrow hole to connect the two parts. The result is that your stomach can only deal with a small amount of food at a time. Eat too much and it won’t go down – and you feel full.

All my life my weight had gone up and down, up and down. I started dieting when I was fourteen. Every ten years a trauma would make me lose it all, and then I’d pile it back on again, and the whole business was exhausting. How you look is the emotional burden you carry around, but there’s the physical burden as well. When you’re large you have to wash a lot more because you smell. Just running around in the heat – as I would do every summer on tour – is like climbing a mountain. I didn’t wear heels any longer because my feet couldn’t take the weight. I knew people were talking about me behind my back. In planes men would avoid sitting next to me. I’d see them asking the stewards to move them. I’d have to get an extension to attach to the seat belt just to go round me. It was like a scourge, a public humiliation the whole time.

The procedure worked. From a dress size 22 I went down to a 10. At the time it seemed like a miracle, but there were downsides. First the huge amount of plastic surgery I needed to get rid of the skin that was now hanging off me. When I think of it now I can’t imagine how I had the courage to go through with it. I had my tummy tucked, legs lifted, arse lifted, breasts lifted, liposuction everywhere to get rid of the fat that wouldn’t shift, and I had a face lift, including my neck.

The other downside was acid reflux. Once you’ve had the procedure they advise you not to eat too close to bedtime. But in our family the idea of eating at seven o’clock is ridiculous. Ozzy eats late and always has done. Performers are like that – it’s how they operate. So what was I supposed to do? Correct. I ate late and suffered the consequences, which was this terrible acid reflux throughout the night. Yes, I had medication but it never really worked. What I needed to do was change my attitude to food.

The reason I’d got fat in the first place was because all of my life I had eaten the wrong things, stuffed myself with pizzas, chocolate, ice cream, milk shakes, burgers, hot dogs. Just crap. I’d never bothered to wait for meals. I’d snack all the time, and then eat a meal as well. Barely thirty minutes would go by without my shovelling something down my throat. Being on the road so much of the time didn’t help. Living on the run, you grab food when you can. A plate of fries here, a Danish pastry there and a Coke to wash it down.

Of course, I started out with good intentions. The pouch mustn’t be allowed to overfill. You are meant to eat tiny amounts of food regularly throughout the day, such as every two hours, but literally a cupful, no more. What they’re talking about is things like soup, or mashed potatoes, or vegetable purée. They like everything to be done in the blender, but you’re allowed small amounts of chicken or fish as long as you chew each mouthful about a hundred times before swallowing. Oh, and no fizzy drinks and no alcohol.

For two months I tried, and then as usual my self-destructive streak kicked in. You think: one chip won’t matter. You start to cheat. They tell you that a glass of wine will help relax your stomach and get more food down. So you start with that …

Eating for me has always been a comfort thing. If I was unhappy I would eat, and the fatter I got, the unhappier I got, so I’d go eat some more. The truth is that after forty years I wasn’t about to change. I would take it to the limit and eat and eat, and when I couldn’t get more food down, I’d go to the toilet, throw up, then come back and carry on eating. I could throw up three or four times a day, easy. It wasn’t like being sick in the conventional sense – none of that gut-wrenching pain when you throw up from your stomach, because the food never gets that far. The band has kept it in the pouch and all that’s happened is that it’s backed up, down your oesophagus. It’s a log jam: it can’t get through the small hole down to your lower stomach where the digestion happens, so it comes back up.

You always think you can bend the rules and make it work for you. I mean, one chip? I can shit it out in the morning and I’ll be fine. I had it down to an art. I could eat, make some excuse and go to the bathroom and up it would come. Initially I would get the feeling like anyone does at the back of the throat: I have to throw up, it has to come out. So you stick your fingers down, and it comes out. But over the years I wouldn’t need to use my fingers. I’d just open my throat and out it would fly. I would then go back, smile and carry on eating. Like the Romans. For them: larks’ tongues. Me: another helping of fries.

Everyone in the family knew what was happening. There we would be, having dinner, discussing the day’s events, what so and so had done, what so and so had said, and I’d put down my napkin, say excuse me and disappear upstairs. Conversation would stop, and when I came down I could see the look on their faces. Not distaste, not anger. Anguish. The kids hated it, Ozzy hated it. The people around us hated it. It was the terrible taboo nobody talked about.

The great thing about the gastric band, as compared to other, more invasive forms of surgical stomach reduction, is that it doesn’t involve cutting anything away, so it’s completely reversible. The idea is that when your body has trained itself to eat less, the band can be removed. The kids were always on at me to have it taken off. They were like, ‘Mum, you must take it off. We just can’t stand it.’ They didn’t care if I put on more weight – that, after all, was the mum they grew up with, the warm, cuddly person. Nor did Ozzy. He has always said he loves me whatever size I am, and he has proved it. He loved me when I was the size of a garden shed.

The problem was me. I like being thin. I like being able to wear gorgeous clothes. I like having the energy to cope with the insane life I find myself living. I like it when somebody says, ‘Hey, Sharon, you look beautiful!’ I like having a career of my own, and never in a million years would I be fronting television shows if I was a dress size 20. It would not happen.

After spending Christmas and the New Year in England, we flew back to Los Angeles and an appointment with my surgeon at Cedars-Sinai hospital. Arriving back in Los Angeles in January is always a relief. Much as I love spending Christmas and the New Year in London, the joys of an English winter very quickly wear thin. California may not be the Caribbean, but it’s sunny and warm and there’s colour everywhere.

This time, however, I barely noticed – I was in too much pain from the acid reflux. When I got to the hospital they gave me a barium meal – I had to swallow some white stuff that would show up on a scan. The good news, they said, was that the reason wasn’t pathological: there was no cancer or anything like that – it was simply that the band had slipped, something that happens, they said, in 3 per cent of cases following the procedure. The bad news was that it had caused severe inflammation. My stomach was distended and swollen: the top part, the ‘pouch’, was now so big it had flopped over the band, while the acid in the lower part was beginning to migrate into my intestines.

The worst was yet to come. ‘There’s no way we can do anything with your stomach in this condition. You have to change your diet to get the swelling down before we can operate to remove or replace the band.’ If I didn’t, they said, it could burst, and if that happened I could die. In the meantime they prescribed me some new medication for the acid reflux, called Nexium, designed to calm down the acid in your stomach. Or that’s what it says on the bottle.

So I tried. I really did try.

Next up was the operation on 13 February to lift my sagging breasts and at the same time get rid of the chicken wings at the tops of my arms and the fat that hadn’t shifted on my back. It wouldn’t mean I could wear things without sleeves, but at least I’d fit into jackets without getting stuck or splitting the seams.

From the moment I came round I was in agony. The worst thing was my back. I felt as if I’d been knocked down by a bus. Then, when that seemed to have calmed down, I picked up an infection in my right breast. Where the stitches had been put in, the wound refused to heal. I was going back to the hospital every day to have it checked and was on massive doses of antibiotics. It got so bad that at one point they thought they were going to have to take the implants out. In the end they put a drain in, presumably to suck out all the pus.

No one had done anything wrong, but you are warned that there is always a huge risk of infection with cosmetic surgery. On the previous occasions I’d been lucky. This time not, and somewhere along the line I’d picked something up.

So, was it worth it? Did I end up with tits that were neat and perky and elegant? The fuck I did. Although they were higher, the business of putting the implants behind the muscle rather than in front had made them look bigger. I often couldn’t squash them into my bra, or if I did manage to at least do that, they’d suddenly pop out under my arms.

For several days immediately after the operation I lay there in agony wondering, What am I doing? What is the point of all this? What am I chasing? Eternal youth? Perfection? It doesn’t exist. The reality is that after the age of fifty your skin sags. You can come out of the operating theatre with the perfect breast and twelve months later it will sag, and nothing will change that. It will only get worse.

What I want to achieve is impossible. It’s not that you want to be six foot tall, but you want your breasts in the right place, you want your belly button in the right place, you want your crotch in the right place. It’s just that those things don’t happen after a certain age. It’s nothing to do with exercise either: work out, don’t work out, the end result is the same, and you have to accept it. You just have to learn to be comfortable with who you are. If somebody’s got a big nose and wants it changed, that’s different. That’s a minor thing to have done these days. But having your legs lifted, your stomach lifted, that’s major fucking surgery.

I knew I shouldn’t be doing it. Ever since my boobs had started to sag in the autumn I’d had this conversation with myself, in the small hours of the night. Should I, shouldn’t I? As for the kids, I didn’t even mention what I was going to do, as I knew what they’d say. ‘Don’t do it, Mum. You’re insane. You’re becoming a bore.’ I was ashamed even to mention to it them. Their tolerance with me is done. So there I was in agony and I had to keep it to myself. I couldn’t complain at the pain because it was self-inflicted. I’d brought it entirely on myself. But they all knew. They’re like, ‘Mum, we know.’ They know my bullshit, they know what I’m doing. They knew that whatever I was saying, it was a fib anyway. I couldn’t even ask them to turn the TV down. I was in absolute agony and I couldn’t even ask them to get me a glass of water. All I could manage was, ‘I don’t feel that great.’

At least the end was in sight for the terrible agony of my acid reflux. I was chucking Nexium down my throat like it was milk shake. They were still not prepared to operate to remove the band; the swelling hadn’t subsided enough. In the end they put me on a soup diet. I had to stay on it, they said, until after the operation.

Day after day, our chef David made me delicious soups: pea and mint, Jerusalem artichoke and chive, spinach – spinach they told me was particularly good. Most of them didn’t even have names – David made them up as he went along. The rule was six ounces of soup every four hours and they had to be very low in sodium. I would take them in a thermos flask to wherever I was working. No fizzy drinks, no Coke, no champagne, no Perrier, not even fruit juice. I couldn’t even have a large glass of water, it had to be sips. There was a vanilla protein drink I was allowed. On its own it tasted disgusting, so David would liquidise a banana into it. Over the next two and a half months I lost fifteen pounds.
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