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‘You’re a quaint little determinist,’ laughed Anthony. ‘It’s your world, isn’t it?’


‘Well—’ she said with a quick upward glance, ‘isn’t it? As long as I’m – young.’


She had paused slightly before the last word and Anthony suspected that she had started to say ‘beautiful’. It was undeniably what she had intended.


Her eyes brightened and he waited for her to enlarge on the theme. He had drawn her out, at any rate – he bent forward slightly to catch the words.


But, ‘Let’s dance!’ was all she said.





F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Beautiful and Damned






 











Prologue


On the afternoon of Friday 16 January 2004 I checked into Claridges Hotel in Mayfair. It was Kate Moss’s thirtieth birthday and this was where she was staying. It was where she would return after a day and evening of celebrations. And it was where, word had it, her landmark birthday would culminate in the most decadent and intimate party of all, to be held in her seventh-floor penthouse suite.


For any likeminded person of my generation it promised to be the event of the decade. Kate, with all the glamour of wild excess that hung around her, was the party girl of the age. Her theme was The Beautiful and Damned – a throwback to a bygone era and the heyday of another hedonistic youth cult for which, it was rumoured, Kate and her friends were more than a match. Entry into the seventh-floor penthouse that night would offer a glimpse into her world. More importantly, it would offer an insight into the woman who, for all the photographs taken and gossip column inches filled, remained enigmatic and dazzling.


I was twenty-eight years old and determined to be there. I was a journalist living and working in London and relishing all the excitement and challenges that brought, and I hadn’t checked into one of the most expensive hotels in the world to spend the night getting hit on by businessmen in the bar. I was going to have to steel myself against my natural anxieties and go for it. At least as a guest of the hotel I had a legitimate foot in the door. As the evening wore on, the film crews and reporters who had buzzed around the foyer since late afternoon were politely ejected from its tranquil luxury to join the paparazzi huddling outside in the biting January air.


Then, at 9.30p.m., the lift doors opened and a girlish giggle announced the arrival of the first twinkling figure in the lobby. The chatter of guests, who sipped drinks by the fire or relaxed in the hotel’s vast atrium lounge, stilled and the air fizzed with the effort of their unified affectation of indifference. The excitable little crowd of intimate friends who bustled from lift to front door, guided by a deferential member of staff, just happened to include some of the most recognizable faces in the world. Among them was Marianne Faithfull, looking happy, if bemused, and Sadie Frost, giddy in a vermillion-red flapper dress. There was Naomi Campbell, who towered and shimmered like an unearthly bird of paradise; Jefferson Hack looking surprisingly prepossessing in a remorselessly tailored fitted white suit, and behind him, squeezing his hand and giggling, there was Kate – the most recognizable of them all. In life she was more delicate, in motion more graceful and in all much, much more beautiful than any of the many pictures of her ever quite conveyed.


Kate and her friends did come back to Claridges that night arriving, breathlessly, with Rolling Stone Ronnie Wood broadcasting their return by yelling, ‘We’re in fucking Claridges!’ to an audience of night cleaners, impassive marble and me. I did get into Kate’s penthouse celebration. There were no more than forty people there and I had slipped in under the radar. As I sucked on a vodka and tonic, I scanned the room and felt a jolt with each famous face I saw. They were unguarded and smiling. I smiled back. It was thrilling. As the hours passed and my fear of discovery subsided, a new and wholly unexpected thought occurred to me. How on earth could it be that in such a supposedly – even notoriously – tight circle of friends, a complete stranger could remain unchallenged?


The next five hours partying – chatting, laughing, smoking and drinking with this exclusive crowd – were both memorable and intriguing, because the Kate who danced across the penthouse suite that night was so far removed from the version of her found in the pages of magazines and newspapers. It was obvious that there was much more to her than the dissolute image offered up for public scrutiny. And after the music had stopped, the party guests had left and the next day’s news had been written, read and forgotten, one thought would not leave me: when it came to the outside world’s perception of Kate, this generous, isolated, excitable and exciting woman deserved a lot better.


That night in January became the first step of my journey to discover more about Kate, and this book is its culmination. It’s a process that has taught me Kate can be petulant and spoilt and quite vicious. But she is also generous and creative, brimming with energy, loyal to her friends and capable of the sort of earnest endeavour, hunger for knowledge and self-betterment that would confound her many critics. Ted Hughes once wrote that we are all still children inside – ‘unprotected, incapable, inexperienced. Every single person is vulnerable to unexpected defeat in this inmost emotional self. At every moment, behind the most efficient seeming adult exterior, the whole world of the person’s childhood is being carefully held like a glass of water bulging above the rim. And in fact, that child is the only real thing in them.’ If that is true of all of us, and I think it is, then it is powerfully so of Kate.





This is an unauthorized biography, but it has involved speaking to Kate’s family, friends and business associates, in an effort to illuminate the complexities of the woman and the realities of her world. I am grateful to each and every one who agreed to speak to me, and I hope that they will recognize the portrait of Kate that they have helped me paint.


This is a story of triumph too often treated as failure, of hard graft and pot luck; a fairytale of sorts, a rise and fall and rise again. This is a story of outrageous success. This is the story of Kate Moss.
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One look at Kate Moss’s family tree is enough to dispel the notion that in life there is one true love for each of us.


For Kate, for her parents and for their parents before them, romantic love has proved fallible. It could neither last out life nor face down death, but it could be found and acted upon many times over.


It is an unsettling, if liberating, fact.


However seductive it might be to believe in the existence of ‘the one’, and however drawn to that thought Kate might once have been, a glance over her slight shoulders would inspire uncertainty in even the most fervent romantic. Kate would not be alive if it weren’t possible to find more than one person to share a life with, or at least part of it.


Look back across any family tree and you’ll find the mundane rigours of everyday life punctuated by pockets of light and moments of personal tragedy. The geography of relationships and lives are here, stapled to the pages of history with each certificate and official registration of moment. Here are the incidents and accidents that shape lives in the most profound sense: the span of a life distilled down to the space between a birth and death certificate. Hatches, matches, dispatches – it’s as simple and as complicated as that.





Kate’s maternal grandfather was George Frederick Shepherd, a greengrocer born in 1883 in Croydon. He was married, widowed and ready to marry once more by the age of forty-four. By 1927 George had struck up with the prettily named Emily Louisa Cresswell, a girl from Watford, twenty years his junior and the daughter of a greengrocer. They married on 1 August that year in Croydon Register Office. The groom wore a suit while the bride struggled to conceal her advanced state of pregnancy. Three months later, on 5 November 1927 the first of the couple’s seven daughters was born. Twenty years later, on 8 September 1947, their last was born. Kate’s mother, Linda Rosina Shepherd.


George was sixty-four by the time Linda arrived, so it was a rather ambitious hope that he would survive to see all of his daughters grown and married. In the event, he lived to see three settled before he succumbed to pneumonia on 6 September 1964 at the age of eighty-one and already having suffered a debilitating stroke. Linda’s mother Emily registered his death on 7 September; the following day was Linda’s seventeenth birthday.


Barely one mile and a handful of streets away Peter Moss was celebrating his twentieth birthday. It would be seven years before Peter and Linda married, but in the year her father died Linda unwittingly took one step closer to the man who would become her husband. While she had to reconcile herself with the fact that her birthday would forever be linked to her father’s death, Peter had lived his life in the knowledge that his birth had been the last great achievement of his mother’s life.


Peter’s father, Herbert Edward Moss, was a Post Office engineer and Sergeant with the Royal Signals. The son of a coal merchant’s clerk Herbert was born and predominantly bred in Wandsworth in south London. He fell in love with Queenie Louisa Stanbridge, two years his senior and the daughter of a railway ticket collector, from Camberwell. When they married on 19 December 1927 it was in Wiltshire, at Buckford Camp, where the then twenty-two-year-old Herbert was stationed, in a ceremony witnessed by two of his regiment. Perhaps her parents didn’t approve of the match. Perhaps it was his mother – his father was dead by then – who had her reservations. Or perhaps the young couple were simply eager to marry and got carried away by the romantic notion of elopement. Whatever the case, Herbert and Queenie set up home in North Cheam, and within two years of marriage celebrated the birth of their first child, a son, Edward. Ten years later, in 1939, Queenie gave birth to a girl, Janet, and on 31 August 1944 Peter Edward Moss was born. Fourteen months after Peter’s birth his mother died of cancer.


Little is known of Queenie, but she was a remarkable woman in the Moss dynasty. There is every probability that the cancer that killed her took hold when she was carrying Kate’s father, and if that were so she must have faced an awful choice: undergo treatment and jeopardize the life of her unborn child or make the ultimate sacrifice and risk her own life for that of her baby.


However sentient the sacrifice Queenie made and however heroic the treatment that followed quickly after Peter’s birth, one thing is certain: Queenie died just over one year later on 28 October 1945 at the age of forty-three, leaving Herbert, then forty-one, with three children to raise alone. He would not have to do so for long.


On 13 September 1947 Herbert married telephone receptionist Joan Muriel Padden. This time the wedding was not the breathtaking dash of two decades earlier but a ceremony conducted at the couple’s parish church of St Mary’s in Beddington. Within a year, four-year-old Peter was no longer the baby of the Moss family. Joan and Herbert had two children together, Christine, born the year after their marriage, and Alan, who arrived two years later in 1950.


It cannot have been easy for Joan, thirty years old when she married Herbert, to become an instant mother of three. When she did so, two years after Queenie’s death, Herbert’s eldest child was eighteen, the little girl just eight and Kate’s father, Peter, only one year old, yet there is nothing to suggest that Joan did not love Queenie and Herbert’s children as her own. Certainly Peter would grow up to be a man of notable intelligence and charm, suggesting he was secure in the love of the woman who was the only mother he ever knew.


Linda met Peter at a mutual friend’s twenty-first birthday party in Croydon. For years they had lived within streets of each other, but finally on that evening they met. They made a handsome couple. Linda had long tawny hair, pale, wide-set eyes and an undeniable sense of style – at the time she was selling hair accessories for Carmen – while Peter was three years her senior, tall, debonair and working as a ticket clerk with American airline Pan Am. It was a job with a certain glamour by proxy, one that seemed to place the world beyond the streets of Croydon within touching distance. When they married it was also at St Mary’s Church, Beddington. There is nothing to suggest that either Linda or Peter were particularly religious, but the church had, by then, a place in the Moss family history and its beautiful chapel was made even more so that day by the scent of the spring flowers that filled it.


Peter and Linda married on Saturday 17 April 1971 in a service conducted by the church’s affable rector, John Hanson Read. Linda wore a pale dress suit rather than a traditional long white gown and was given away by her uncle, Frederick Cresswell. On the marriage certificate her occupation is given, rather aspirationally, as ‘boutique manageress’, since by then she was managing a local clothes shop. She was only twenty-three years old, so why should she not aspire to something wonderful?


Peter was twenty-six, good-looking, hard working and loved her just as she loved him. They had grown up so close to each other without ever meeting that it must have seemed kismet that finally they had. And perhaps it was, for a while at least.





Kate Moss was born three years later on 16 January 1974 at St Mary’s Maternity Hospital, Croydon. She weighed 7lb 1oz and her parents were thrilled beyond expression. A few days later Peter took his wife and newborn child back home to the semi-detached house barely five minutes away from the house where Linda had been born and grew up. At times the young mother must surely have wondered how her life could change so wonderfully and irreversibly with the birth of her daughter and yet, geographically, not change at all.


There were, of course, holidays to enjoy. Thanks to Peter’s job in the travel industry he and Linda travelled abroad more than their contemporaries and ten months after Kate’s birth they took her on her first holiday abroad for some winter sun. It was blissful.


Kate spent much of holiday covered from the sun, a little yellow sunhat plopped like a fabric bucket over the cloud of blonde hair that would darken over the years. Days were spent by the hotel swimming pool, with Linda keeping a careful eye on Kate, holding her steady as she sat by the water’s edge and dipped her toes in the warm water. It was a package deal, nothing extravagant or ostentatious, and it was just what the young family needed. That year Christmas was spent back in Croydon. Life was good.


As Kate grew, she showed a streak of what could most flatteringly be described as independence. To a mother at the end of her tether she presented something of a challenge and according to Linda, ‘Kate was always her own person with her own mind. She developed her personality quite young. She wasn’t one of those children who, if you told her off, would start crying. She was quite defiant.’


In the spring of 1976 Linda learned that she was pregnant once more, and in November Nicholas Peter Moss was born, completing the family. Both Linda and Peter had come from large families – she one of seven, he one of five – but it was not a family tradition they were keen to continue. With a second child the rhythm of the household changed. Kate, a smiling, chubby little girl, may not have been entirely delighted by the attention being given to the new arrival – what two-year-old would be? – and it didn’t help that, unlike his sister, Nick howled and cried and was a fractious baby and infant. For Kate’s father, Peter, a light sleeper almost to the point of insomnia – a trait his daughter would sometimes share – those early months must have been a trying time since he worked long hours, often returning home after seven o’clock. But it was worth it, wasn’t it? They were, after all, a happy and successful family, and they did what happy, successful families do. They looked after their garden, a series of terraces and rockeries sloping steeply up behind the house to woodland beyond, and at the weekend they would bundle the children into the family car and take day trips.


It has been written in newspapers and magazines – always with a heavily judgemental tone – that the young Mrs Moss ‘seemed to have a lot of spare time’, in contrast to her husband Peter’s work schedule, but it’s a moot point how much ‘spare time’ a twenty-nine-year-old full-time mother of two pre-school children can have, and Linda was a devoted mother. When she was old enough Kate spent her mornings at a local playgroup and when she was older still she started school, carrying a home-made shoe-bag and wearing the grey skirt, yellow poloneck sweater, grey cardigan, socks and sensible T-bar shoes that constituted the uniform for Ridgeway Primary School.


On the morning of her first day Kate, like thousands of other five-year-olds across the land, stood in shy excitement at the front gates of the family home while her photograph was taken. By lunchtime she would be home again clutching a piece of artwork and full of chatter about the day’s (or rather morning’s) events. For the first few weeks school was apart-time affair as she and her classmates were eased into the notion of full-time education, and barely ten years later school returned to apart-time affair for Kate as she, and some of her classmates, eased themselves out of the notion of full-time education and discovered the adolescent joys of bunking off.


In January 1980 Kate was just six years old and had completed her first term at school. The most momentous thing that happened to her that year was a family holiday to Disney World in Orlando. Life for a six-year-old lasts forever and passes in a blur. Days flash by and hours stretch out agonizingly as the sun shines beyond the classroom window. A four-year-old brother is a much-loved annoyance. Ailments and upsets can be soothed away with a mother’s cuddle and kiss. Weekends consist of Saturday morning ballet lessons and visits to grandparents. Ecstasy is the giddy fun of dressing up in your mother’s shoes, trying on her jewellery, thrusting your fingers into her pots of eye shadow, smearing the powdered colour over your lids and blinking back at the result in the mirror. Special is something you are made to feel by the people who love you, not something that strangers insist you are, as became the case for Kate in later years. News is boring, world events are irrelevant . . . only they’re not.


Because as Kate settled into the routine of term times and school holidays, thousands of miles away the opening scenes of an era were being played out, an era that would reach its denouement nearly a decade on and come to a close with the discovery of something new: Kate.





The excesses of the Eighties came hurtling out of the dying days of the Seventies. In 1980 the cultural era to which Kate would provide a startling antidote had begun. Dallas, with its self-seeking, avaricious cast of characters and high gloss, high camp, was the most talked-about programme on television. Wealth was pointless unless it was conspicuous. In New York, Donald Trump opened the revamped Commodore Hotel as the Grand Hyatt: 14,000 rooms of luxury sheathed in a smoked-glass skyscraper. And, most relevant and significant for Kate and her own future, American supermodel Gia Carangi was at the peak of success, having featured on the cover Vogue that year. She was everything a top-flight model was meant to be at the time – voluptuous in figure and feature, tall, athletic and powerful. This was the image that Eighties consumers wanted.


They neither knew nor, one imagines, wanted to know that the picture-perfect Gia was addicted to heroin. Six years later that unpalatable truth was impossible to ignore. In 1986 Gia gained the unenviable distinction of being one of the first famous women to die of AIDS – or at least the first to be recorded as having done so. She was twenty-six years old.


By the latter half of the Eighties, the decade’s lifestyle was seen to be literally killing people. For Kate, it was a development that was both beneficial and detrimental: she gained from the simple fact that she was the physical antithesis of all that had gone before, but she suffered because once the glitzy Eighties had been exposed as tarnished, people saw darkness everywhere. When Kate appeared in Vogue in June 1993 modelling underwear in her London flat, critics condemned the images of her as the epitome of ‘heroin-chic’. They were not. The real heroin chic had come thirteen years earlier in the buxom, apparently healthy figure of Gia. Had it come in a different guise, however, Kate might never have garnered such favour or hostility.


In 1980, the public simply weren’t ready for some things, as designer Calvin Klein was to discover. That year he took a fifteen-year-old ingénue and made her the face of his jeans. The adverts were met with outrage, described as ‘kiddie porn’, and banned by American network CBS’s flagship channel, WCBS. The fifteen-year-old was Brooke Shields and the advert that provoked such good old-fashioned North American moral indignation showed Brooke in cowboy boots, jeans and a chocolate-brown shirt, crouched cat-like in a white studio. Her head is tilted to one side and her glossy hair is so long that it sweeps over one shoulder and falls over the other to the floor. ‘You wanna know what comes between me and my Calvins?’ she asks. ‘Nothing.’


Klein withdrew the campaign, but he didn’t abandon his hunger for all things new. He had simply played his hand too soon and with the wrong girl. An ocean, and what might as well have been a lifetime, away the right girl was living her life in oblivion . . . well, in South Croydon. She could not imagine the world outside the safe lines within which her life had, so far, been drawn. Nor could she imagine the events that would violently rub them out with more immediacy and potency than anything fame or fashion had to offer.





Kate completed primary school with no particular distinction or shame. She was a sweet little girl whose most daring moment to date was an abortive attempt to pierce her ears with a sewing needle borrowed from the school’s needlework room. She acted in school plays but was shy in front of the audience and far happier putting on impromptu shows with her little friends for the benefit of nobody in particular except the general hilarity of all involved.


In 1986 Kate started the local secondary school, Riddles-down High. She and Helene, with whom she had been firm friends since infancy when their mothers met and chatted in a supermarket aisle, sat side by side in the large school hall as it was decided what form classes the new arrivals would be placed in. Kate was nervous and shy and the girls swore to look after each other. They chatted to another new girl, Claire, and the three would remain friends throughout their school days and, as much as their disparate lives would permit, beyond.


It would be three years before her brother, Nick, followed in Kate’s wake and started secondary school. Because of where their birthdays fell in relation to the school calendar the academic gap between them was larger than their age difference, so for a while at least Kate was on her own, a prospect that must have felt like something of a mixed blessing.


Brother and sister had always had what could best be described as a tempestuous relationship. When he was really little Kate, by virtue of her seniority and comparative size, treated Nick like a plaything, though not always a particularly loved one. He endured the classic sisterly humiliations of being dressed in girls’ clothing, pinned down and spat at or tied up and left whining while she went off to play with her friends. In retaliation he would lunge into his sister’s bedroom and tear her Blondie posters off the walls. Deborah Harry was Kate’s first pop idol and hers was the first album Kate ever bought. Nick’s actions would invariably provoke howls of rage from his sister, and on more than one occasion, running ‘mousse fights’ through the house. Often these ended with both exhausted, giggling and friends again. For all the sibling rivalry and irritation that passed between them they loved each other dearly and Nick has recalled Kate as a ‘protective big sister’.


At school Kate’s favourite subjects were English and Drama – not because she particularly loved them, but because they were subjects in which, by her estimation, ‘you never had to do anything’. She was pretty, though not stunning by the standards of most teenage boys. She was flat chested and incredibly skinny and was known as ‘Stick’ though it was ‘Mosschops’ or ‘Katie Mosschops’ that really stuck as an affectionate playground nickname.


Kate’s recollections of those early high school days are of having her period every week to skip games, of smoking – cigarettes and pot – and drinking cans of Super Tennants or bottles of cider. ‘We used to go to people’s houses and steal their mum’s booze. On the way to school. Anytime. Some bloke would have brought it in a bag from his dad’s stash. We used to go to Tesco and nick things – well, I never would do it but my friends used to and I’d stand there and watch.’





‘Literally,’ she once admitted years later with the hint of a teenage boast, ‘my parents let us do what we wanted. I was smoking when I was thirteen in front of my parents and drinking. I’d have parties when I’d come in at three in the morning because someone chucked me out then. It’s actually worked to my benefit, because you end up thinking for yourself because you know you’re not rebelling against anything.’


Or, if you are, then nobody – not your parents nor your teachers – seems to be paying the slightest bit of attention. In later years Kate was forced to reflect on those adolescent indulgences with cigarettes and alcohol and perhaps rue her bullish refusal to countenance the notion that either might ever prove a problem.


‘I was smoking pot then too,’ she admitted. ‘It’s south London innit? I remember everyone at school going, “Oh God, she’s a junkie.” And I was just, “They don’t even know what they’re talking about.” I suppose I was quite blasé about everything. I thought everyone was just making a fuss about nothing.’


Perhaps, more pertinently, Kate was simply postponing the moment when she, along with the rest of her family, would have to confront an unpalatable truth. After all, drink and drugs can soften reality to a background buzz; they can even erase it entirely for a time. Years later, Kate would admit, ‘You stop growing when you start doing (drugs and drink) . . . because you don’t deal with pain and stuff, you just go and turn to drink, so you don’t grow.’ Back then, perhaps, that – and suffering through classes with a thumping hangover – seemed a small price to pay for the blissful abandonment of the previous day and night. For by 1987, as Kate and her pals drank their cans of illicit booze, smoked their cigarettes and whooped, hollered and danced the school nights away, Linda and Peter were facing up to the pressing and painful reality that their marriage was at an end.


For Kate, Nick and their parents the day trips, Christmases and New Years welcomed in with the neighbours and being one big happy family were all but over, and the new reality ushered in with its demise would be a lot more complicated. It was a realization first acknowledged and, it seems, initially most powerfully felt by Linda. Perhaps as a result it is Linda who, publicly at least, seems to haves houldered the blame for the marriage’s demise, though it was not as black and white as all that. It was Linda who met somebody else and asked for a trial separation, and she who would find herself the subject of disapproving gossip, rumour and speculation. In later years, the family events of 1987–88 as the Moss household imploded, would be offered up as explanation for any scrape, difficulty or upset in Kate’s adult life. Linda is well aware that the implication in many a newspaper report and magazine feature has always been that she, as Kate’s mother, is the reason Kate is the way she is. The tone is inescapably negative in spite of Kate’s considerable success and achievements and such an attribution of guilt is very unfair.


It is worth noting that Kate’s parents were married for seventeen years, and that this was no fickle fad or phase in either of their lives. When they married, Linda was twenty-three and working in a boutique. More than a decade on, Peter had done well in his chosen career and was working as a travel consultant. Linda’s life, on the other hand, was less satisfying. She was a mother but found no great satisfaction in being a housewife and was never, by any stretch of the imagination, an ‘earth mother’. She loved her husband and children, but life was too safe, mundane and frankly a little boring. She craved excitement. She was, after all, still in her thirties, though only just.





When Kate was approaching secondary school and Nick was happily settled, Linda took a job as a barmaid and waitress in a local brasserie. It was something to do, something to be interested in, a way out of the confines of a life that, to an observer, might seem perfectly blessed.


It is remarkable how swiftly a long-drawn-out dissatisfaction can be brought to a resolution. In taking that job Linda took a path that would lead to Geoffrey Collman and the end of her marriage – or at least to a palpable reason for it. It would be hard to imagine a man more different to her ‘safe’ husband. One of his long-term acquaintances recalls fondly, ‘Geoff is like a white-collar Del Boy Trotter, only he drives a Porsche, not a Robin Reliant.’ Geoff was good-looking, racy, a bit outrageous and able to turn a phrase as quickly as he could turn a pound.


Linda had not gone looking for love. She had, if anything, gone looking for something that might stem her boredom and save the marriage she must have known was disintegrating around her. It was not something that either she, or Peter, let go of easily, but there was a lot of emotional upheaval in Linda’s life at the time. On 2 January 1988 her mother died, having been ill with cancer for some time. Grief and relief at an end to her suffering would have been a natural response; so too would an intense realization of life’s brevity.


Linda asked Peter for a trial separation to ‘give each other space and time’. Peter thought his wife was simply bored and dissatisfied. But the separation solved nothing and probably brought out into the open insecurities, dissatisfaction and pent-up frustrations harboured for years. It was over. There was no going forwards or back.


So began the process of dismantling a life, a family and, for Kate and Nick, a world. The family home was put up for sale. Peter found a home in nearby Purley, Linda a maisonette in Forestdale, a 1960s Croydon suburb of cul-de-sacs and neighbourhoods, where Geoffrey joined her. But before the family home was divided up and packed away, the business of custody had to be agreed. Neither Linda nor Peter wanted their children to suffer any more than was inevitable, but it is clear that they could not come to an amicable decision on their own, as Kate recalls: ‘A man came round and asked us which of them I wanted to live with. I said me mum and my brother said me dad.’


Kate was fourteen years old. Her brother was not yet twelve.
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Linda has always maintained that Kate took her parents’ separation and subsequent divorce very well. There is no reason to doubt her veracity or the sincerity with which her assertion is made, but Kate was thirteen years old when the difficulties between her parents came to the surface and fourteen when it finally ended. However coolly Kate absorbed and lived with the news there is no way that the events of that time could be considered anything other than cataclysmic to the teenager or her brother, not least because the separation meant the division of the Moss household in the most profound sense: wife from husband and sibling from sibling.


In fact the living arrangements were rather more fluid than Kate’s straightforward, ‘I said me mum, my brother said me dad,’ recollection of the custody arrangements might suggest. Nick often stayed at his mother’s and Kate was no stranger to her father’s new home. In the months following her parents’ separation Kate’s relationship with her father was warm and contact with his daughter was frequent. It was not without its strains, however, and at times Kate struggled not to apportion blame for the unhappiness her mother had felt but concealed in the months before the marriage ended. Before and after his split from the children’s mother, Peter made a concerted effort to be involved in their lives, attending school concerts, parent/teacher evenings and so on, but it cannot have been an easy time for any of them.


Decades on, there are many who see in Kate a neediness that characterizes the children of broken marriages. On her own, it seems, Kate feels off-balance and uncomfortable – being Kate Moss is neither easy nor always enough; she always seems to need to be with someone, and in that she is not alone.


In the weeks and months after her parents’ separation Kate’s interest in school dwindled. She bunked off whenever the mood took her or the moment allowed. And when she was there she was happy to be a back-of-the-class sort of girl, more into boys, gossips and her friends than schoolwork. She wore short skirts and heavy black kohl eyeliner, and to this day it’s the one item of make-up she claims she couldn’t live without.


Kate aged fourteen was fun, quirky, cute and feisty. She was a rebel, but never a malevolent one, never a bully or cruel, just bored, restless and disinterested in what academia had to offer. She wanted to have fun. When she was eleven her father bought her a David Bowie poster of Bowie in his Aladdin Sane phase. She loved the look but didn’t discover the music until a few years later. When she listened to ‘Life on Mars?’ she heard the lyrics, ‘And her mummy is yelling no’, linked to the reference to ‘the girl with the mousey hair’, and thought he was singing about her. ‘Life on Mars?’ along with ‘Rock ‘n’ Roll Suicide’ and ‘Golden Years’ became her favourite Bowie tracks. It summed up so much of what she felt; an adolescent confusion of aspirations and bleak recklessness. She didn’t seem scared or bothered by anything much, apparently including the loss of her virginity.


It was this year that she lost her virginity. She was fourteen, early by some standards perhaps. Kate has said that the moment came while on holiday with her brother and father in the Bahamas, a significant holiday for other reasons too as it would turn out. According to her maybe rose-tinted version, the object of her desire was a handsome young American with whom she enjoyed a brief and passionate holiday romance until one day they consummated the fling on the Bahamian sand. The deed done with Mills & Boon aplomb, this young stud seems to have exited Kate’s life stage left. Any young girl, however self-consciously ‘street’, would have cherished the heart-fluttering thrill of a holiday romance: brief, unexpected, exotic.


But if Kate really viewed her virginity as ‘just something to lose’, – and she has described it as such – then it’s surprising that she should feel the need to tell the world the details of its abandonment. Perhaps the specifics seemed more significant with hindsight than they did at the time. After all, it happened in quite remarkable year.


1988 proved a turbulent twelve months for the Moss family and for Kate in particular. For her it was the year that one era fell away and another began. It started with the funeral of her maternal grandmother and drew to a close with the promise of new and entirely unexpected opportunity. In between lay months of upheaval.


On 28 June 1988 Peter Moss filed for divorce naming Linda’s lover, Geoffrey William Collman, as co-respondent. Two months later, in an understandable effort to draw the family together in the midst of a crisis, Peter took Kate and her brother on holiday. Her father had planned a two-week break to the Bahamas and it was a great success, but once over there, there was an urgency about the return trip. Peter’s mother Joan, by now a widow for ten years, was getting married and he, Kate and Nick needed to be back in Croydon for the ceremony. Instead on 26 August 1988, barely twenty-four hours from the wedding date, the trio found themselves stranded at JFK airport in New York. Peter did his best to pull some strings since he specialized in US travel, but even he feared he was out of luck when an airline representative apologetically informed him that they would be there for the night. Peter explained his family’s predicament. Sucking air through her teeth and turning once more to the computer monitor, the airline check-in clerk said she would see if there was any space on the last flight out. It was doubtful. They would have to go on standby. Kate recalls closing her eyes and silently offering up the prayer, ‘Please let us get on that plane.’


In later years Nick has commented with an element of wistful longing that of all of their family Kate was the only one who really managed to ‘escape’. There were three seats left on that flight from JFK to London: one in economy, one in business class and one in first class. Peter Moss took them without hesitation and in doing so, though none of them could have known it, he handed his daughter her ticket out of Croydon.


For as Kate, her brother and her father idled away their time between check-in and boarding, across the airport concourse another weary traveller was organizing her own small party for the transatlantic trip ahead. Sarah Doukas was travelling with her then six-year-old daughter, Noelle (now a successful model turned scout like her mother), and her brother, Simon Chambers. She was exhausted, disheartened and desperate to get back to London and back to the offices of her fledgling business, Storm model agency. Sarah was thirty-five years old and less than twelve months into the start of her own agency. She had plenty of experience in the field having worked for Laraine Ashton, founder of IMG Models, for six years, starting as a junior assistant and progressing to the dizzy heights of general manager. But however senior the role sounded, to Sarah the job was mundane and unsatisfying requiring her to act as little more than a glorified gofer, collecting her boss’s dry-cleaning and running basic errands. So she did the gutsy thing and struck out alone.


Like the girl who would be her making, Sarah’s interest in schoolwork had been most notable by its absence, though unlike Kate she had parents who expected a level of academic excellence, or at least effort. Her father was a naval lieutenant surgeon, and her mother was, in Sarah’s own words, ‘very eccentric . . . a pharmacist and the model doctor’s wife. At sixty-five she became a pig farmer.’ Medicine and law were the only real routes to success as far as the Doukas family were concerned – or at least the only guaranteed path to stability and security and all the things to which the teenage Sarah did not aspire. When it came to her A levels she completed one and walked out of the others. Her father was incandescent with fury and according to Sarah he didn’t speak to her for two years.


That failure, however, led directly to Sarah’s greatest success. Her outraged father sent his far from humbled daughter to an expensive boarding school to retake her exams, and there she shared a dormitory and became firm friends with Lindy Branson. It was Lindy who, fifteen years later, spoke to her brother Richard about the business Sarah was starting up. Richard Branson’s Virgin empire was by then well and truly underway. Virgin Records had begun with the signing of Mike Old field and the release of Tubular Bells in 1973, and he’d gone on to sign the Sex Pistols and launch Virgin Atlantic Airways, showing that he was not a man afraid of risk. In fact, it thrilled him as much as the notion of helping somebody out.


In 1987 he lent Sarah £250,000 on a three-year, no interest basis. Better still he lent, and subsequently gave, her a town-house in Kensington to use as offices – it was a building he said he had been planning to sell. She looked him straight in the eye and told him, ‘Don’t expect to make any money.’


Twelve months on, queuing at JFK’s crowded check-in desks, those pessimistic words seemed horribly prophetic. Sarah was not, it should be pointed out, totally without success. Rachel Hunter, a sixteen-year-old Australian, was a recent signing and already an established model in the southern hemisphere, but it would be another five years before her marriage to Rod Stewart saw her cause any ripples in the northern hemisphere and put her name in the public consciousness. And besides, you could hardly expect to build an empire on one girl . . . could you? Establishing her own agency was proving a tough, tiring, thankless task. After weeks in America on a talent scouting trip, moving between the spirit-sapping August heat and the bone-chilling blast of air-con, Sarah was beginning to wonder what the hell she’d been thinking of in going it alone.


‘I was in such a bad mood,’ she has since admitted. ‘I was razzled and desperate to get home and the last thing I said to my brother before I went to sort out a cab to pick us up from the airport was, “I never want to see another model again.”’


Then she saw that face. And she was captivated. The skin was translucent, the whole impression ethereal, hung on phenomenal bone structure. Sarah saw her and thought her unutterably beautiful. It is not a description of Kate with which everybody would agree. Even Linda admits that her daughter is not, and never has been, ‘traditionally beautiful’. But Sarah was captivated. Finally after wasted weeks she felt the flicker of excitement that told her she had found somebody. Then Kate disappeared from view.


‘I was on the phone,’ Sarah later remembered. ‘I saw this wonderful face in a sea of other faces. I saw those wonderful cheekbones. Then she disappeared. I knew she had to be on our flight because she was at the same check-in desk and, as I was in the departure lounge, I was searching for her. We got on the plane and the engines revved up and I thought I’d lost her. Then I saw her getting on with her father. They were the very last two people on the plane.’


Sarah was jammed at the window end of a row of seats, so once the seat-belt signs were no longer illuminated and the flight was underway, she sent her brother to find out where Kate was sitting in economy and broach the subject of modelling. The meal had been served and Kate was fiddling with her Walkman when he smilingly made his introduction and explained that his sister ran an agency – she was just over there, he nodded, gesturing across the rows of passengers, and she’d like to talk to Kate. ‘Have you ever considered modelling?’ he asked.


Kate’s response was a look of sheer incredulity and the words, ‘No! I’m too small.’ At just over 5ft 6in it was a perfectly reasonable objection. No doubt she believed she was pointing out a fatal flaw that would soon come to light and snuff out any further interest from this well-spoken stranger. But height made no difference to Sarah. Her modus operandi was even then to follow her instinct and go with what she felt. Kate, to her, looked like the sort of girl who could transcend the trends of modelling because of an indefinable ‘something’. Her brother once tried to articulate it: ‘With all of these girls you get the feeling that when they walked across the playground, their friends went, “Where are you going?” They have a charisma about them.’


Simon handed Kate the Storm business card. It was over to her now.


Perhaps it is surprising that Kate didn’t immediately make her way up to first class where her father sat, or even to business where her brother had bagged a seat. For the hours between Simon’s approach and the flight landing in Gatwick the knowledge was hers alone, a secret thrill to toy with and disbelieve by turn. When she eventually told her father and brother, all three of them laughed. It seemed so unlikely.


Kate told her mother too, of course, once her father had returned her to the Forestdale home they shared. She told her as if it was an afterthought, ‘Oh, Mum, this lady saw me and wants me to be a model.’ The revelation was met with natural scepticism. The offer, such as it was, wasn’t really considered – not that evening anyway. But however fantastic that mid-air encounter must have seemed and however foolish the notion that Kate, a shade under 5ft 7in, could occupy space alongside the Amazonian models of the late Eighties – girls like Christie Brinkley, Cindy Crawford, Yasmin Le Bon and Tatjana Patitz – Kate still held on to the business card handed to her by Simon somewhere over the Atlantic. While dismissing the very idea of modelling as preposterous, she slipped the card quietly into her pocket.


A few days later, over dinner at the kitchen table, it was Kate who raised the matter again. How, after all, could a girl ignore such a possibility? Linda tried to play it down, worried that Kate was setting herself up for disappointment. She could not, truth be told, quite see how her daughter – however lovely she was – could make it in modelling. Certainly it wasn’t something that had ever been considered within the family. Why would it? Kate was too small and she wasn’t beautiful enough. Neither mother nor daughter thought she was even terribly photogenic. Yes she had been spotted, but it was probably a scam that relied on the seemingly universal ambition of being a model to separate teenage girls, or rather their parents, from their money. Linda worried that if they were to call the number on the business card it would lead to an expensive photography session on the pretext of putting together a professional portfolio – something that would cost thousands and go no further than the agency filing cabinet.


Then again, what if this lady, Sarah Doukas, was genuine? Was she being overly cynical and cautious? Kate seemed excited and intrigued, but her persistence was playful rather than desperate, and that was reassuring. It would be ‘a laugh’ according to Kate. Couldn’t they just ‘have a go and see?’ Linda smiled at her tanned daughter, her face sprinkled with the freckles that always bloomed when she spent hours in the sun. ‘OK,’ she conceded, ‘I’ll come up to London with you.’


The telephone call was made to Storm the very next day. Sarah was understandably thrilled – however many girls one approached, the time between handing over a card and receiving that tentative call could feel like a lifetime.


Linda and Kate took the train to Storm’s Kensington offices a few days later, neither knowing what to expect nor anticipating the long day that would unfurl before them. Sarah must have cut a pleasingly unthreatening figure: 5ft 2in tall, with blue eyes and blonde hair cut to her shoulders and tousled in a way that suggested a great deal of activity and an absence of vanity.


More importantly Sarah knew what she was talking about. She knew that Kate thought she was too small and she had a ready tale to counter any reluctance that mother or daughter might have that day. Sarah had been a model herself in the early Seventies. A photographer friend sent some pictures of her to an agency and she was called in as a result. When she showed up she was met with the words, ‘Christ, you’re far too small.’ ‘I know,’ she replied. ‘I don’t know why I’m here.’ Admittedly her career, in keeping with her physique, did not reach dizzying heights, but she stayed on their books – and working – for seven years. She did facial and body work, commercials for Harmony hairs pray, shoe modelling because of her size four feet and car modelling because the daintier the model the roomier the vehicle appeared.


At Storm the niceties were interspersed with necessities. Kate’s measurements were taken: not quite 5ft 7in tall (but at fourteen there was every possibility that she would grow a bit at least) a shade under 32 inches at the bust, waist 23, hips 33, shoe size 6½. Her colouring was noted: eyes hazel, hair brown. Part of the allure of her youth was her fresh, dewy skin. The freckles were endearing but, Sarah cautioned, from now on Kate would have to take good care of her complexion – sun damage is never a good look. A couple of Polaroid shots were taken and Sarah explained that there were several castings she wanted to send her new signing to that very day. It all seemed so unreal, so big, to Kate. The offices, in truth uncomfortably cramped for their purposes even then, seemed huge and buzzing and filled with people who inhabited a strange and glamorous world that Kate couldn’t believe she would ever be part of, though already she felt hope prick in her heart. Later she reflected, ‘I just kind of took my chances really.’ And why not?


So mother and daughter set out on an afternoon of ‘traipsing’ (Linda’s word) around London. Back home that evening, exhausted and with precious little to show for their efforts, Linda was clear: the lady at Storm seemed nice but travelling all over London only to sit and wait and come away with nothing was no way to spend a day. Sarah had gone some way towards outlining the nature of the business and the fact that there would be rejections and that, in the beginning at least, the effort involved in traveling to ‘go-see’ after ‘go-see,’ would outweigh the glamour, but this was Kate’s thing not her mother’s. If Kate seriously wanted to pursue this modelling lark then Linda would not stand in her way, but when it came to hauling herself all over town for castings she was on her own.


To Kate, intrigued and buoyed up by Sarah’s infectious energy, it was a daunting but thrilling prospect. Of course Kate had been nervous during that first day – incredibly so. The people, the buzz, the machine that she had just witnessed – one that moved and functioned while barely acknowledging her existence as she and her mother sat waiting for their appointment with Sarah, was phenomenally intimidating. She was a fourteen-year-old with no knowledge of that world and, until then, no particular interest in it.


Once, on holiday, Kate had got chatting to a girl her age whose ambition it was to be a model. It was an admission that the pubescent Kate found incredible, arrogant perhaps, vain certainly. So to find herself now admitting in action, if not in words, that she too wanted such a thing . . . well, it would take some getting used to.


Yet the incredulity that accompanied Kate’s first tentative steps on a career path she had never dreamed of was met in equal share by a straightforward sense of, ‘Why the hell not?’ ‘It’, whatever ‘it’ was, did not feel beyond Kate’s reach, even at the very beginning. And so when, soon after her signing, Storm arranged for some professional shots to kick-start Kate’s portfolio and send out to prospective clients, she noted the time and the address and went alone.





Kate may have affected a degree of adolescent nonchalance, a teenage shrug of ‘whatever, but her first session with a professional photographer was a big deal. In that, she was no different from any other young model, or, indeed, any other fourteen-year-old girl. Her measurements had been taken and she had posed for her Polaroid in the offices of Storm, but this was where it all began.


Well, not quite. When Kate arrived at the door of Apartment 3, Langham Mansions – a redbrick block in London’s Earls Court Square – she did not receive the welcome she had hoped for.


It was to photographer David Ross’s apartment that Sarah Doukas sent her new discovery for her first professional shots. It was Tuesday 25 October, less than two months after Sarah had spotted Kate at JFK and within days of Kate and her mother visiting Storm’s London offices for her official ‘signing’. Ross was just twenty-two years old and, like Sarah, was trying to establish himself as a force to be reckoned with on the fashion scene. He went on to work for Vogue, but on the October day that Kate pitched up at his flat, his motivation was twofold: filling his portfolio with images that would impress magazine editors and cementing the rapport that had sparked between him and Doukas when they d met some months earlier. At the time they had struck a deal: he would photograph new girls for Sarah, helping to build up their books and shape their image, and in return she would give him the girls that he wanted to work with to build up his own portfolio.


It was a rather haphazard arrangement, but it worked. Ross lived only ten minutes from the Storm offices in Marloes Road, Kensington, and he quickly became used to receiving last-minute telephone calls from Sarah, checking that he was in and asking if she could send a girl round. Sometimes she called days ahead of time, sometimes she didn’t. Sometimes the girl arrived, sometimes she didn’t. Sometimes he scribbled the appointment in his diary, sometimes he didn’t.


Ross cannot remember whether Sarah called him the day or the week before Kate’s appointment. But however advanced the warning the one thing he knows is that he neither wrote Kate’s name in his diary nor heard the entry phone buzzer when it was pushed. Instead it was the care taker who came to Ross’s door and told him there was a girl waiting to see him. Ross assumed a model must have left something after a previous shoot and told her to come on up. When he answered the knock at his door that swiftly followed, Ross was momentarily confused.


‘I opened the door to see this scrawny little child,’ he recalls. ‘I thought it was some girl who had pressed the wrong buzzer and her mum was obviously in the building and she was trying to find her. I didn’t think this was the girl who had come to see me.’


Still expecting a model to arrive at any moment Ross admits, ‘I didn’t look twice at her beyond that. I was expecting her to say, “Can you tell me where flat so and so is?” Or, “Is my mum in here?” Or something like that.’


Instead she said, ‘I’m Kate.’ Suddenly it dawned on Ross that this was one of Sarah’s girls and he was covered in confusion. She was so young, so scrawny and so obviously unaccompanied. Ross was not so insensitive as to ask a fourteen-year-old where her mother was, though that was the question he bit back. Instead he asked where she had come from.


‘Croydon,’ came the reply. ‘What? You came all the way up here by train from Croydon yourself?’ he continued.


‘Yeah,’ she said.


It was a long journey and it was one that, Ross was about to inform Kate, had been wasted. He was very sorry, he explained, he wasn’t going to be able to take her pictures today.


‘Why not? came Kate’s understandably peeved demand. Because she was so young, he said. Because she was on her own. As he explained himself, Ross was as bemused by the fact that this rather miffed child at his door could be one of Sarah’s new girls as he was by the knowledge that she had travelled and turned up unchaperoned.


He told her to come back tomorrow and to bring, if not her mum, then a friend. He said he’d put it in his diary and wrote it in there and then. Seeing she seemed less than mollified he pointed to the newly made appointment and assured her of his serious intent with the words, ‘Kate Moss – OK?’


She rolled her eyes and turned on her heel. Ross closed the door, doubtful he’d ever see her again. Still, he checked his photographic stock and above Kate’s name, hastily written in his diary, he scrawled in large letters, ‘BUY FILM!!’


If the little girl did come back, he wanted to make sure he was ready.





On Wednesday 26 October 1988 Kate Moss got her second chance at her first shot at modelling. It was far from glamorous and, as far as the photographer was concerned, the resultant shots were neither particularly remarkable nor desperately promising. She didn’t bring her mother but a friend – small, blonde and a bit dumpy. Kate also brought with her a couple of changes of outfits: a white jumper with a leaf motif stitched in black around the wide neckline, a black coat and black felt boater hat, black tapered trousers, neat plain pumps and a scrunchy to tie back her unkempt hair.


‘She was a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl,’ Ross recalls with some affection. ‘She was trying, God bless her, but she didn’t have a clue.’


Years later Kate would say that on meeting Sarah and sitting in the Storm offices she had felt that ‘anything was possible’. No doubt that was true, but on that second day that she arrived at Ross’s flat she couldn’t have had any true sense of just what that ‘anything’ might be. She could not have known that she was edging into an industry in a state of flux, or just how much that flux would work in her favour. She had no insight above and beyond that of any teenage girl flicking idly through the pages of Just 17 or Mizz. There was nothing in her demeanour – or indeed in the clothes she brought with her – to suggest a burning interest in fashion or the supposedly innate sense of style that would later earn her plaudits and wealth. She had no point of reference other than a fond imagining of what it might be like – must be like – to be photographed, adored and looked upon again and again. The very thought of it made her crinkle her nose and giggle.


It was a bright, blustery October day, and while Kate and her friend whispered together and Kate’s friend helped her apply a little mascara and lip balm, Ross thought about how he could make something out of this child.


This, it should be remembered, was a time of power dressing, shoulder pads and thick, glossy make-up. It was 1988 and the over blown excess, glamour and sheen of the Eighties had yet to implode. In Britain, Chancellor Nigel Lawson’s promise of an ‘economic miracle’ seemed within touching distance after a stock market crash the previous year. It was a time of fevered and unsustainable economic growth. The fashion pages of Vogue and Marie Claire and Tatler were still bullishly peddling the dream that the salad days of the beginning of the decade were far from over: the girls were tall and their features voluptuous – heels, hair and, for the time being, City slickers were high.


Of course it couldn’t last, but in October 1988 the day when Kate would represent something even vaguely commercial was a long way off. She wasn’t particularly tall. Her features were not voluptuous. She lacked the ‘toothpaste smile of some young girls and had, instead, crooked teeth. Her lips were rosebud-like but pursed, not generous. Her complexion was youthful but not flawless and her bone structure pretty enough but, however much it has been admired in the intervening years, on that day it seemed to Ross no more remarkable than that of countless other far prettier girls who had stepped into his studio. Her eyes were interesting – arresting even – but not truly astonishing.


This was the young photographer’s honest assessment. Kate was, by virtue of her very make-up, a physical rebellion against the style, look and fashion of the time. Neither Kate nor Ross was to know that it was this entirely accidental rebellion on Kate’s part that would prove her fortune. Instead, keen to boost his portfolio, Ross viewed this smiling, sweet and eager little girl from Croydon and saw a far from ideal subject. This, as far as he was concerned, would most likely be a day of wasted film, useful only for the good will it would bring from Sarah Doukas. Still, Ross had a job to do and, frankly, he was impressed by the fact that Kate had turned up after the previous day’s debacle.


From the roof of his Earls Court block there was a panoramic view across south-west London. Most of the time it was hazy and reminded Ross, somewhat nostalgically, of the Los Angeles skyline visible from the Griffin Observatory. The sun was bright and strong in the autumn sky – too strong, as it turned out, for the purposes of the pictures. As Kate’s friend helped her apply her make-up, Ross determined to take Kate up onto the roof for some warm-up shots. It was hardly the sort of west London roof terrace to which Kate would, in later years, become accustomed as a familiar extension of the countless penthouse apartments to which she would be a guest. Instead it was a grimy awkward network of pipes, bricks and felting, onto which Ross and Kate scrambled after gaining permission from the building’s caretaker.


Kate was nervous and understandably so. She did not, after all, know what was expected of her. She had no stock of familiar poses, no sense of what might and what might not work for the lens. She must have felt awkward, but she was, quite clearly, keen to learn and follow direction – keen to do anything that might prevent her from looking, or feeling, foolish.


She perched on one of the strips of low bricking that crisscrossed the roof. The wind buffeted her hair, blowing it across her face and into her eyes, necessitating frequent stops and adjustment. Every now and then the photographer’s reflector slipped as she strained to hold it in front of her, out of shot, angled so that it would bounce the sunlight against which she sat, back into her face just enough to bring her eyes to life as bright pools of light.


She began to relax and enjoy what, even then, must have seemed a vaguely ridiculous exercise. After half and hour or so on the roof Ross decided to take his young subject back downstairs to photograph her in the leafy private gardens at the centre of Earls Court Square.


Or at least that had been the plan until Ross realized that his flatmate had the keys to the square’s secluded patch of green. Instead, they trudged down the stairs and across the road, where Kate posed on the pavement in front of some wrought-iron railings and overhanging leaves. She had changed from her dark top and hat into the white jumper and had pulled her hair back into a demure ponytail at the nape of her neck. Standing on the pavement doing her best to follow directions, relaxing into this odd new pastime, she drew barely a second glance from the occasional passer-by. For Kate, the whole afternoon seemed, according to Ross, ‘a bit of a lark’.


‘She was appeasing people I think,’ Ross recalls. ‘Sarah [Doukas] is a very powerful personality. [Like] a lot of people who are posh, who don’t necessarily have money but are from good backgrounds . . . she could either be very, very cold and you would be cut off because you don’t speak like us and you’re not from us and you’re not part of the old boys’ network, or else she could be very overpoweringly warm and “Oh you’re just marvellous, darling.” It wasn’t in a “fashion” type way where it was just very camp and gay, she was just really like that, as those people often are.


‘You would feel slightly intimidated on one hand and slightly excited on the other that [she] would want you to be part of their world. Kate may well have been affected by that big personality in the same way. Kate would have just gone along with it. I don’t get the idea that she had any preconceived ideas about being a star or a model by any means.’


On that day in October 1988 Kate, with her two changes of clothes, her unkempt hair and her slightly dumpy friend, was, Ross remembers, ‘trying so hard I wanted it to work for her. She was really very sweet.’ The purpose of the afternoon’s shoot was to sell nothing but Kate. The resulting shots would be sent out to potential clients and shown to magazine editors looking for young girls for make-up and fashion spreads. Photographic retouching was a prohibitively expensive process in those days and one so fledgling that few were expert at it. As a result, the only commercially viable, guaranteed way to get shots of the sort of youthful, dewy skin that sold cosmetics was to use extremely young models, girls of fourteen . . . or younger.


In lieu of artistry and glamour were the nuts and bolts of the modelling business. Colour shots were taken to show that Kate’s hair was naturally brown, that her eyes were hazel with a hint of green, her skin prone to freckles but her complexion clear. Black and white shots were also taken to enhance her bone structure and to make up for the lack of variety in her outfits.


The following day Ross took his transparencies into the Storm offices. These days even test shot Polaroids of Kate, taken on set to test lighting and colour, are fallen upon hungrily and praised to the high heavens. Back then, however thrilled and excited Sarah Doukas professed to be with her new discovery, the cargo of transparencies that Ross carried with him was not so tantalizing that it caused anybody to break off from their telephone calls or bring any meetings to a halt. He sat and waited in the uncomfortably busy offices of Sarah’s fledgling empire until, an hour later, a member of staff called him through to lay out the shots on a light box. The images were scanned through with a loop and a couple were chosen and sent off to print.





It was close to five years before Ross gave the scrawny little kid from Croydon another thought. By then he had lived in Australia, travelled the world plying his trade as a photographer and, by his own admission, spent most of his money in the process. The money that during the mid-Eighties came thick and fast had dried up, leaving many heavily in debt.


Ross was back in London, broke and trying to re-establish some of the connections he had let slip over the intervening years. He called Sarah Doukas offering his services once more – they had always got on and he liked and admired her. It was 1992 and negotiations with Calvin Klein had just been concluded for what was at the time Kate’s biggest deal, one that would later be recognized as her break through moment.


‘Did you hear about Kate?’ Sarah asked.


‘Kate who?’ came his response.
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The thin drizzling rain was sharpened by the briney spray that whipped off the sea and up towards the dunes of the Camber Sands, East Sussex. It was the tail end of 1989 and the air was brisk and wintery. Little wonder that the quest to take her clothes off was met with a moan of ‘I don’t want to,’ from a tearful Kate. The fact that the occasional passer-by, walking a dog or simply taking in the air, was bundled up in a coat, scarf and boots only added to her embarrassment and discomfort at the prospect. Kate must have been shy, self-conscious, horribly aware that it all felt . . . well, a bit silly. She was fifteen years old and conscious of every awkward contour of her slight body, from the flat chest to the prominent moles that flecked her skin. But she trusted the photographer as much as she resented the requests for semi-nudity. She wanted the day to work, as she had wanted each of the many days, even weeks, that they had already spent together to work. She liked the woman who held the camera and cajoled and giggled and seemed, more than anything, to want Kate simply to be Kate, albeit in a state of undress on a bitter stretch of English beach.




   So she took off her clothes, clutched a battered straw hat to preserve her modesty and got on with it. Her hair was tangled and blustered about her face and her nose crinkled with the sort of natural, laughing smile that’s usually confined to the pages of a family album. It was that natural, laughing smile that changed the course of fashion history.




   It was several months before the pictures that photographer Corinne Day took of Kate that day were published. When they were, in The Face magazine’s July edition, however excited and confident the magazine’s editorial team were that they had found a true gem in this gawky teenager, none of them could know how significant those pictures would be, both for Kate and the fashion industry.


   

   The iconic status they acquired in later years was such that it led Corinne to exhibit some of the shots and contact sheets from that period in the Gimpel Fils gallery near New Bond Street in a collection called simply ‘15’ – the age Kate was when Corinne first met and photographed her. As for Kate, the importance of those pictures and of that photographer and her particular vision cannot be overestimated.


   

   Instead of the saturated colours, high gloss and artifice that had characterized the fashion photography of the Eighties, Corinne wanted something that appeared real, gritty . . . even bleak. Instead of the toned, Amazonian models of that dead decade, girls styled, photographed and viewed through the prism of an altogether more masculine notion of beauty, Corinne wanted her models to be beautiful in their imperfections – pale, skinny, vulnerable and spirited. Corinne wanted Kate, and between 1989 and 1990, she played a key role in convincing others in the industry that they did too.


   

   None of the jobs that Kate had won in the first months of 1989 could be described or regarded as particularly glamorous, even with the heavy rose tint of nostalgia and the benefit of hindsight, knowing that she got there in the end. But for Kate, newly fifteen, even the drudgery of the castings that had her trudging around London was thrilling because of the promise each one held. In her very first week of castings the previous year she had struck lucky and been signed up for a beauty scrub editorial by teen magazine Mizz. It was a title she was familiar with, being more Kate’s speed back then than Vogue, Tatler or Marie Claire. When she arrived at the studio there was already another young model there having her make-up applied and her hair teased into a style that, to Kate, looked ludicrous. The thought, Oh my God, what are they doing to her? flitted through Kate’s mind, but she pushed it to one side and submitted herself to a similar styling. She was paid £150 and it seemed like a fortune. It was something to tell her friends back at school and something that, following on so swiftly from her signing seemed to excite Sarah Doukas far more than it did Kate.
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