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For Carter, my forever purpose.
Without you, I simply would not be me today.
Mo ghrá, go deo.
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Introduction


Let’s start from the very beginning, a very good place to start. For a long time, I thought writing a book would be a good form of self-help for me – almost therapeutic. And hopefully, it could offer some kind of support to the reader if they were in a place similar to where I was. But I want to make it clear from the beginning that I am absolutely not a professional or expert in any shape or form when it comes to diet and exercise. I just want to share my journey in as raw and as honest a way as possible, along with what I have taken from the professionals who have helped me along the way. I don’t want this to be a ‘diet book’ or a ‘how to…’ because I really believe as individuals we all work differently, and what works for one won’t always work for another.
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THE SUPPORT FROM ALL ANGLES – SOCIAL MEDIA, FRIENDS AND FAMILY – WAS WHAT CARRIED ME THROUGH THE TOUGH TIMES AND ALLOWED ME TO OPENLY EXPRESS MY JOURNEY WITHOUT FEELING JUDGED.
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One thing that worked for me and especially helped at the beginning of my journey was reading and hearing other people share their own experiences of situations they had faced that were relatable to me. The feeling of loneliness I felt throughout my journey is something that always stands out to me when I look back. Even when I was surrounded by the most supportive friends and family, there were still so many times that I felt very alone. I was struggling with things that nobody I knew had any experience of. So while having my friends to vent and talk to was always helpful, I also held back a lot. Having a platform on social media became a safe space for me initially. I was able to talk openly with strangers who were going through, or had been through, the same things I had or having the same thoughts and feelings as I had. There was no shame or worry of judgement, and it felt amazing to have that safety bubble to which I could escape.


The support from all angles – social media, friends and family – was what carried me through the tough times and allowed me to openly express my journey without feeling judged. It was so encouraging to me when I heard other people’s stories, and it allowed me to see that I, too, could possibly help others feel the same way by sharing my journey as honestly as I could. So, hopefully, by putting my story out there in print, going back to the beginning and sharing a lot of what I’ve faced, grown from and learned along the way, I can show one person who maybe feels rock bottom right now that with the power of your own self-belief, commitment to yourself and consistency, you can turn your situation around. It was important to me to share not only my recipes and lifestyle tips that have worked for me but also my story. I chose the name ‘Jen’s Journey’ for my social media pages because that is exactly what it is. It has never been a smooth road, and there are so many areas to cover when sharing this kind of story. Not just the meals that helped me get there but also the tears, the hard days, the negative thoughts and the shame. These are all a part of my journey, and they are all equally important.


I have always tried to remain as authentic to myself and to my journey as I can, even with my recipes. When I began my journey, I had a toddler at home and didn’t have the time or money to cook what I would have then considered healthy meals. So, I worked with what I had and created really simple, achievable recipes that still allowed me to put my health first and achieve the goal I had at the time: to drop body fat. I didn’t want my meals to be boring and bland, so I tried my best to make them a little bit more creative and something to look forward to at dinner time because it is important that we enjoy the foods we consume. In the past, when I was following a diet plan with very basic and repetitive meals, I would dread mealtimes and would always give up on a diet very quickly.


After trying hundreds of recipes over the last few years, I learned that a higher-protein meal worked best for me. I enjoy my three meals a day, along with snacks, so low-calorie and high-protein meals are ideal. This can change from time to time, depending on what I want to achieve, but when I had a lot of body fat that I wanted to drop in the beginning, I found that this method worked best for me and that a lot of my recipes naturally fall into that category. Of course, there are days when I want a higher-calorie dinner, so I have included lots of fakeaway recipes too, which I have used from the very beginning back in 2017. Every recipe is one that I’ve used myself. They’re real meals with simple, tasty ingredients that don’t require a huge amount of skill or cooking time. I hope you’ll find them helpful as you begin your own journey.









 


My body and me


As far back as I can remember, and as much as I hate to hear myself say it, I have had a very negative relationship with food and my body. I think the era I grew up in has a lot to do with it. I didn’t know much about nutrition, and it wasn’t spoken about very often at home or school. But diet culture and fat-shaming were everywhere.
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DAD AND ME.





My friends and I couldn’t walk into a shop without seeing tall, slim white women on the cover of every magazine, with article titles like ‘She gave birth three months ago, but she is still HUGE!’ and ‘Who is the fattest female celebrity in a bikini this year?’ We never bought into that culture or judged people the way the media did – we would just roll our eyes and walk by – but it was everywhere. Seeing that daily, everywhere you go and even at home on the telly, is damaging for anyone, but it’s especially damaging for young girls who think this is what they should look like. As an impressionable young girl, I really didn’t have a clue about the importance of nutrition or a balanced diet, but I was very aware of the fundamental message that was constantly pushed in my face: that I wasn’t good enough. I grew to believe it, which encouraged many unhealthy and dangerous choices in the years that followed.
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AS AN IMPRESSIONABLE YOUNG GIRL, I REALLY DIDN’T HAVE A CLUE ABOUT THE IMPORTANCE OF NUTRITION OR A BALANCED DIET, BUT I WAS VERY AWARE OF THE FUNDAMENTAL MESSAGE THAT WAS CONSTANTLY PUSHED IN MY FACE: THAT I WASN’T GOOD ENOUGH.
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I noticed from a very young age that I was always the bigger child at home or school. At home, my parents encouraged us to be active. We were always outside playing, running around or on our bikes. My brother was always at football, and I tried gymnastics for a little while. Swimming was the sport I loved to do most, but that love ended because I allowed the fear and shame I felt when I was in my swimming costume to overtake the joy that swimming gave me.
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A LOT OF WHAT STARTED IT FOR ME, I BELIEVE, WAS ABSORBING THE LANGUAGE AND WORDS PEOPLE AROUND ME WOULD USE WHEN SPEAKING TO ME OR ABOUT ME.
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My brother, who is two years older than me, was naturally very small and athletic when we were growing up. I have memories of being five or six years old and feeling uncomfortable that I had a larger frame than my big brother. On our family holidays as a young child, I would dread putting on a swimming costume in front of my family. It’s sad that I grew afraid of it because of what I imagined others would think. I didn’t realise it at the time because I was so young, but certain seeds were being planted that would programme my way of thinking about myself and my body for many years.


As toddlers, we can stand naked in front of the mirror and feel fabulous, oozing with confidence and smiling at what we see looking back at us. There is no other feeling, no negative thoughts towards our bodies, because that is all they are to us – just our bodies! Not our too-fat, too-jiggly, too-skinny, too-tall, too-short, too-pale, too-dark, too-dimply, too-ugly or otherwise not-good-enough bodies. But at some point, that lack of judgement stops. At some point, we start to develop those insecurities and negative thoughts and no longer smile at ourselves dancing in the mirror. We no longer see that pure freedom and confidence looking back at us. As I write this, my little boy is six years old, and it breaks my heart and scares me to think that one day he could lose the confidence and self-love he has for himself.
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ME AGED 6.





A lot of what started it for me, I believe, was absorbing the language and words people around me would use when speaking to me or about me. For the most part, it wasn’t done in a malicious way. Even when adult family members would comment on my puppy fat or talk about my diet in front of me, I don’t think they ever thought it would be hurtful or would negatively affect me. But I did carry a lot of that with me. I sometimes mistook their worry for disappointment, but I think because I was so young, it was understandable that I was beginning to associate my appearance with feelings of failure. I wasn’t good enough as I was, and I needed to change myself to look more like my friends and other children my age. It was as if I was beginning to be conditioned to think that I was bad or less worthy because of my weight.


My parents cooked us normal, balanced meals. We rarely had takeaways, and ‘No sweets before dinner’ or ‘If you’re hungry, have a piece of fruit’ were common phrases in our house. We never went hungry, but we also never had the freedom to walk into the kitchen and dip into the biscuit jar as often as we liked. Looking back, I can see now that I was a normal, healthy, active child. The joy food brought outweighed the idea of getting fat. But by the time I was a teenager, I would tell my Mam and Dad that I was trying the cabbage soup diet or a no-carbs diet, and they never really intervened or realised how wrong it was. They were just trying to be supportive by saying, ‘That’s great, Jen. Let us know what we can do to help you.’


For as long as I can remember, food gave me a feeling of comfort and joy, as it does for many people – but we are often told that this is not a good thing. There is a difference, however, between the feeling you get from emotional- or binge-eating and the feeling of comfort and happiness that you get when you’re truly enjoying foods you love. We make a lot of memories and traditions as families gather around the dinner table, enjoying special occasions together over food and drink. It is okay for food to be connected with a feeling of bliss and to be excited by or to look forward to eating.


It seemed very simple to me as a child: whenever I was sad, worried or upset, I would turn to the comfort of food. I knew that for a few moments, I could suppress those other negative feelings, which I didn’t know how to deal with or speak openly about.


Just the two of us


One person that always made me feel one hundred per cent comfortable in my skin was my nanny, Annie McLoughlin. I have no memories of her ever commenting on my size or saying no to me when it came to food. I suppose some might even say my nanny was the person who contributed to my having a larger appetite. I absolutely adored and idolised her, and we had a really close bond. I spent most weekends around the corner in her house, just the two of us, and I loved it!
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ME AND MY NANNY IN TRALEE IN 1998.





I often felt that I was lucky to have my own mam as well as my mam’s mam, who felt like a second mother. My nanny adored me just as much as I did her. I think she very rarely said no to me – even when I asked if I could snack on a block of cheese while watching our favourite film, The Sound of Music.


Nanny had Huntington’s disease, and she slowly began to deteriorate from when I was really young. Her speech started going, and she couldn’t walk very well, but her mind was still sharp, and her smile lit up my world. When I was around six, she moved into my family’s house, and she and I shared a bedroom. I was absolutely delighted to have Nanny with me 24/7 – she was one of the very few people who enjoyed (I think?!) the dancing and singing shows I performed for them. I would have her hold my hand as I jumped around the sofa singing my heart out to ‘Sixteen Going on Seventeen’. I’m pretty sure I asked her to do it even when she wasn’t very sturdy on her feet, but she never said no to me! Every day after school, I would skip home, excited to see her and tell her about my day. She would always sit with a mug of tea and slice of buttered batch bread and listen to every word I had to say.


It took me a long time to see how unwell she really was. I remember when she could only get upstairs with my mam and dad assisting her. And then she had to be carried upstairs by my dad until, eventually, we turned our downstairs sitting room into a bedroom for her. I remember feeling sad because our sleepovers in my room every night had come to an end. But that didn’t last very long because I would take my blankets downstairs most nights and squeeze into her single bed – my poor nanny! And when I was too big for that, I’d sleep on a fold-out bed beside hers.


But what stands out most in my mind about realising how sick she was, was that her appetite got smaller. I remember she would always give me half her toast or sneak me her biscuits as well as my own. Unbeknown to me at the time, it was probably because she couldn’t manage it. Eventually, she would be fed through a tube. Even though I was young, I was eager to help and made sure I learned as soon as possible how to feed her. I would ask her every day what flavour of shake she wanted – not realising that she couldn’t taste it! It was just another way to spend more time with my nanny and do what I could to help her and make her smile.


Eating to escape


During those years, from when I was around six to twelve, there was a lot of pressure on our family. My parents were both young, with two young kids of their own, and they were also my nanny’s full-time carers. Looking back as an adult, I understand the strain it put on our family, but as a child, I couldn’t understand why people were upset, frustrated or fighting. This is when I think I picked up two unhealthy habits: my emotional binge eating and my secret eating. I don’t think it was as much of a problem when I was very young, but by the time I was a young teen, these habits were fully formed. I used them as a form of escape to help conceal my worries. I think I was worrying about things that were far too complex for a child to handle, and so hiding away in secret with some food became a huge comfort when I needed it. I remember being obsessed with food, constantly thinking about when I’d be eating again. I would repeatedly hear the phrase ‘You eat to live, you don’t live to eat’, but I indeed felt like I lived to eat at times, and slowly it consumed most of my headspace.


My best friend, Aoife, and I would always be in each other’s houses after school, and more often than not, when I was in her house, I would eat a second lunch or a first dinner. Her mam was an amazing baker and would make delicious cakes and desserts all the time, and I, of course, was delighted to sample her work. I would eat to my heart’s content in Aoife’s house and then go home and ask my mam what time dinner was – because I was starving! I started lying to my family regularly so that I could have extra food.
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MAKING MY CONFIRMATION AGE 12.





The secret eating sometimes involved lying about what I had eaten that day at a friend’s house. Other times, it would be grabbing something from the kitchen, running upstairs to my bedroom and stuffing it into my mouth as quickly as possible. I wouldn’t even enjoy the food; it almost became a task of getting it into me as quickly as possible without anyone knowing and then hiding the evidence. Shoving the wrappers as far down towards the bottom of the bin as possible or leaving them in my coat pocket so that the next time I was out I could put them in a public bin. I wasn’t sure why I did this; I think I just became a little obsessed with being in control of my feelings, and I seemed to be able to rely on food for that feeling of comfort. Even now, when something bad happens or I have an argument, I often catch myself going to the kitchen and looking for the closest thing I can grab to quickly devour. It gives me a swift sense of reassurance and distracts me from whatever I’m trying to avoid.
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I JUST BECAME A LITTLE OBSESSED WITH BEING IN CONTROL OF MY FEELINGS, AND I SEEMED TO BE ABLE TO RELY ON FOOD FOR THAT FEELING OF COMFORT.
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But secret eating carries so much shame with it. I would basically hide away from people to eat because I was so ashamed of what I was allowing myself to do. I never wanted to be seen by anyone in that state. And over the years, I began to notice that I was doing it more and more regularly. I didn’t need to be feeling worried or sad. There didn’t always have to be a trigger to set me off. I would do little things like make a cup of tea for my mam and myself and scoff two biscuits while alone in the kitchen, and then walk into the living room with our tea and more biscuits and sit down and enjoy them with her. I think I worried that I would be judged negatively when I ate in front of people because I was a bigger girl – that seeing me eating would make them think about how much I must eat to get to the size I was. So, I would lie.


This was hard on my parents. I think I was doing it for so long and became so savvy that they couldn’t figure out how I was gaining the weight, especially when my older brother was eating the same as me but not gaining weight the same way.


By the time I became a teenager, I hated eating in front of anyone. I had built that association between food and shame. During those years, I put on a lot of extra weight, and my self-esteem and confidence really started to suffer.


People-pleasing and paranoia


It’s an awful thing to say, but I felt lucky in school that I was never badly bullied because of my size. There were plenty of occasions in and out of school where comments were thrown at me – and while I hated this, I don’t think I fully realised at the time just how badly it affected me. Because of my lack of self-confidence, I was just grateful they didn’t say anything worse. When anyone said something, I would just freeze and pretend like nothing had happened. I was always afraid to stand up for myself or say something back because I knew they would just come back at me again. I’d rather stay quiet in the hope that they’d give up and leave it at the one comment. I always wanted to be liked and be someone’s friend because, that way, it was less likely that they would comment on my appearance or make fun of me. I very quickly became a people-pleaser.
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MY FRIEND NIAMH AND ME IN 2010.





When I walked into a room, I felt that people didn’t see me – they just saw my size. So I created a loud, larger-than-life, bubbly personality that, I hoped, would show others that there was more to me than just my weight. I fell into a bad habit of making ‘jokes’ or derogatory comments about myself. My reasoning behind this was always ‘I know everyone else is thinking it, so I’ll break the ice and make it less awkward for us all by mentioning the elephant in the room.’ I became the person who constantly made fat jokes, but it was always at my own expense. I built up a wall by saying the most awful things about myself so that if anyone else ever tried to say anything to me, I’d already have heard it or been called it. I think many people believed that I was this confident, bubbly girl, and had no idea of the insecurities and sadness I was hiding inside. I’m sorry that I allowed myself to think that way. I am sorry that I felt like I was less deserving.


One form of escape I always had was the theatre. I talk so much about struggling with confidence, so it’s often a surprise to people that I love to be on stage because, for many people, that is the last place they would want to be. But for me, it was my escape. I was never Jennifer Carroll on stage; I was always in the role of my characters, telling their stories. I had good comedic timing, so I loved to play the funny characters and have everyone in the audience laugh along with me. This satisfied my need to please people, and I felt I was being seen for more than just my size. It became the role I took on in my personal life, too: the fat, funny friend. I hate that term because it is such a cliché, but I was that jolly girl. This persona I took on essentially became my comfort blanket. I didn’t feel comfortable in my own skin, so it was easier for me to put on this act and feel more accepted.


Around this time, my friends and I reached the point where our little worlds revolved around boys. In school, it was always a topic of conversation: ‘How many boyfriends have you had?’ ‘Who are you seeing?’ ‘Who have you dated?’ I used to dread these questions. By the time I was 16 or 17, I felt like I was one of the only single people I knew, but I never put myself out there when it came to boys. All my friends had been in serious, long-term relationships by this point. I hadn’t had a serious or long-term relationship, and I was really self-conscious about it. I had conditioned myself to think that I was undesirable to anyone because of how I looked physically, regardless of what I was like as a person. For that reason, I never put any effort into boys.
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I THINK MANY PEOPLE BELIEVED THAT I WAS THIS CONFIDENT, BUBBLY GIRL, AND HAD NO IDEA OF THE INSECURITIES AND SADNESS I WAS HIDING INSIDE.
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If anyone did show me any interest, I would worry that it was a joke because I wasn’t worthy enough to be approached. I became so paranoid, and people always told me how paranoid I was. This was frustrating for me, as there were so many occasions when I would see people look in disgust at me or whisper to another person. I could spot it a mile away, which made me paranoid about anyone who looked my way. I felt angry a lot of the time.


In my twenties, social media was becoming part of our everyday lives. Capturing special moments and nights out with friends to share on our favourite platforms was slowly becoming the new normal … and I hated it! I’m sure many of us can relate to the fearful experience of waking up after a night out, seeing that you had been tagged in photos online and quickly scanning through every picture to ensure that they were okay before texting your friend to ask them to take the pictures down. It started with our pink neon digital cameras getting whipped out throughout the evening, but soon it became our camera phones. Once we all had smartphones, it was almost impossible to have a night out without getting snapped a few times – or, even worse, captured on video. I feel lucky that I wasn’t part of the generation growing up today, with the enormous pressure that social media can have on young children, teenagers and adults. A little ironic coming from me, I realise, considering that social media is a big part of my job. Over the years, social media has held many positives for me. Still, there are unavoidable negatives too, and there are definitely days when it is easy to allow that to consume you. I think that because I speak so openly about how my body has changed over the years, my struggles with confidence and my body image, that is naturally what others will give opinions on. It can be difficult to read other people’s opinions on your body when it is something you have struggled with for a long time, but I try not to take social media too seriously and remind myself to take everything with a pinch of salt. The most important thing to me is that I stay open and honest and create the content I enjoy.


But back in those first years, when camera phones were pulled out, I became like a ninja. I could move as quick as lightning when I saw somebody whip out their camera. Dodging pictures became a talent of mine. I would excuse myself swiftly, explain why I should take the picture or just run for cover.


There were plenty of occasions when I would be out and, after a few drinks, would get loose on the dancefloor. I loved to dance – I still do. When I was out with my friends, I couldn’t help myself, and they would be my biggest cheerleaders, egging me on. I remember, one night, I was in the middle of letting my hair down when I saw some girls standing next to us. Two of them had their phones pointing in my direction. I made eye contact with one, and she quickly turned and put her phone away while the other girl carried on sniggering and pointing. My heart sank, and I felt like the biggest fool in the place. None of my friends noticed, and I didn’t dare tell them because the last thing I wanted to do was draw more attention to myself. I knew I’d get the usual ‘Ah, you don’t know if they were looking at you’ or ‘Maybe they thought you were good’ or ‘You’re just being paranoid’. But I knew, in my heart, exactly what was happening. And for the rest of the evening, I stood still, watching my friends all dancing and laughing without a care in the world. As they should have been. Meanwhile, I was caught up in my own thoughts: Am I so big that I look ridiculous when I dance? What if they send that video on to people I know or post it online and I become a laughing stock? Maybe I should go over and let them see that I’m a nice person and then they’ll delete it for me? I’m never dancing again … I hate nights out. I was so triggered by being the butt of their joke that I allowed it to ruin my whole night out with my friends.
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IT’S A HORRIBLE FEELING: KEEPING YOUR HEAD DOWN AND TRYING NOT TO MAKE EYE CONTACT WITH STRANGERS FOR FEAR OF WHAT THEY MIGHT SAY.
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That wasn’t the first time. I have seen people take pictures or point phones at me on nights out, eating in a restaurant, sitting on public transport or at the beach. If it’s happened to you before, you just know when it’s being done. It’s similar to when someone is whispering to their friend about you: you can sense it. I never wanted to react, retaliate or question them for fear of being more humiliated or ridiculed for getting angry and defensive about it, especially in public. So instead, my thing was to give them a sad smile, so they knew that I was aware of what they were doing and perhaps to make them feel a little bit guilty. I wanted them to know that I had feelings and was hurt by what they were doing. A lot of the time, when I responded this way, they would look a little embarrassed, put the phone down and smile back.


But most of all, I hated being ridiculed in front of my friends. It was humiliating, and I worried that they would retaliate on my behalf. So often, I said nothing or would pretend I didn’t hear a snide remark or rude comment, but my friends weren’t as well trained as me when it came to keeping quiet over that kind of thing. Their reaction always came from a place of love, and I knew how much they cared for me, but when they stood up for me, I was always worried that it would cause a commotion and make more people look in our direction, and I would end up feeling even more humiliated.


Before going out, I would constantly harp on about how awful I felt and looked. I know I annoyed my friends with it. I’m sure it was draining for them to reassure me that it would be a great night and that I looked lovely. Each of them would always look great heading out, and this just fuelled my belief that I had the role of the fat, funny friend. There were occasions when someone made a joke or comment about my weight and everyone laughed instinctively, including myself – either out of embarrassment or out of not wanting others to feel uncomfortable. I especially hated being around drunk people at the end of the night. I was always tiptoeing around, trying not to get noticed, because I was such an easy target. It’s a horrible feeling: keeping your head down and trying not to make eye contact with strangers for fear of what they might say. All the while watching your friends laugh without a care, knowing that they never have those ridiculous worries that I put on myself. I envied that so much.


I could probably write a book alone about the number of uncomfortable situations I’ve been in because of my size. Some of them were caused by myself, and others were caused by people around me … or furniture! I have broken or cracked my fair share of chairs, beds and toilet seats. When I lived in London, I became a frequent flyer, coming back home to Ireland to visit throughout the years. And over time, these visits became less and less frequent simply because I didn’t like the worry and the strain I caused myself. From start to finish, the whole journey was always stressful and something that I would be thinking about weeks in advance.


I would walk through the entire process over and over again in my head, thinking about all of the scenarios. Quite often, these scenarios would be ridiculous and not something that would ever occur. But simple things like my journey to the airport would be a huge worry. London is one of the best cities in the world for transport, with trains, tubes and buses all taking you directly to the airport. Still, all I could think about was being seen in public struggling to carry cases on and off trains, looking out of breath. I also had a constant fear of tripping in public (I still have that one!).


Going through the security gates once I arrived at the airport was something I hated. I would make sure I was wearing nothing that could possibly set the detectors off and make someone have to come over and pat me up and down while an entire airport of people watched (I know nobody would be looking, but this is how my mind worked). I would plan my outfit a long time in advance. For a few years, I had an airport outfit: a baggy black top with a lightweight black cardigan and leggings, with runners that I could slip on and off without bending down to tie laces. Winter was the best time for me – because I could wear my massive black coat that would cover everything.


I feared being late because I hated the idea of rushing and getting all hot and bothered, so I always arrived everywhere with plenty of time. I hated sitting around in airports on my own because I wouldn’t eat alone in public. More often than not, it would be breakfast or lunch time before a flight, and I would be hungry. But I had this irrational fear that if I sat there eating alone, everyone who walked by or looked at me would be judging me.




[image: Quotation Mark]


I HAD A WHOLE ROUTINE I’D WORKED OUT OVER THE YEARS FOR COVERING UP THE SEATBELT THAT DIDN’T FIT ME.
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Queuing for the plane was the worst part. I would have so many thoughts running through my mind. Who will be sitting next to me? What if they’re big too? Will I fit up the aisle with my carry-on? Will I fit in the seat? Will they ask me if I want a seatbelt extender when I’m boarding the aeroplane? I had a whole routine I’d worked out over the years for covering up the seatbelt that didn’t fit me. I can remember my first flight when the belt didn’t fit me; I was horrified. The fear of waiting for take-off and seeing the flight attendant walk down the aisle, checking every single seatbelt individually to ensure it was closed. I was with my friend and was too embarrassed to tell her. I was only about 20, and I couldn’t believe it wouldn’t close while I watched my friend tighten theirs with plenty of belt left over.


After we landed from that flight, I spent the entire trip worried about the return journey and the seatbelt. I always booked myself a window seat so I could shove myself up against the window as tightly as possible. I would be numb with pins and needles from how close I had pressed myself up against the window just to make sure that I wasn’t bothering the person next to me. I would take my cardigan off before taking my seat and hold it in my lap. I’d place the seatbelt across my lap with the buckle on display and then carefully place my cardigan on the other side of the buckle to hide the fact it wasn’t closed. When the flight attendant walked down the aisle to check the seatbelts, I’d stare out the window or close my eyes and pretend to be asleep, hoping they wouldn’t notice.


It worked every time except for one flight back to London. I followed my usual airport routine, and everything was going smoothly. I was almost through the hard part and was waiting to board the plane. As I stepped onto the plane, I was greeted with a smile and a question: ‘Seat belt extender?’ I shook my head, looked down and almost pretended I didn’t hear what the flight attendant had asked. I took my seat, mortified. I wondered if anyone else had noticed what he asked me. As the plane filled up, I tried my best to avoid eye contact with him and everyone else on the plane. I set myself up in my seat and did my usual routine of extending my seatbelt and my perfect placement of the buckle. I held my cardigan tightly in my sweaty palms and turned my head to focus out the little window. It was almost time to take off, and every minute that passed brought me closer and closer to feeling relaxed and safe in the clouds. As the cabin crew members were coming down the aisle to complete their inspection, I heard, ‘Excuse me, excuse me!’ As much as I wanted to bury myself in my seat, I looked up to see a crew member walking towards me and swinging a bright orange belt extender in the air. ‘I have an extender for you!’ I immediately felt like he was trying to humiliate me.


In the rows ahead, I saw a few curious people look back to see who needed the extender. I must have stared at the attendant for a couple of seconds because the man beside me gave me a nudge and nodded towards the bright orange belt still swinging in front of me. I didn’t know how to react, so as I reached out to take it, I pretended to be surprised and confused, as if to say, ‘What is this contraption that I clearly don’t need?’ and then smiled and said thanks. I attached it to my seatbelt as quickly as possible while the man next to me watched. I told myself I was never flying again. But I did – with even more fear than before.


These scenarios now seem so over the top and ridiculous, but this was how my mind worked. Every event held the possibility of being a spectacle. My paranoia grew and grew. I was obsessed with my size and constantly worrying over every little thing and what other people were thinking. Over the years, as I got bigger, it got worse. Things like walking to the shops or answering the door. Looking back and seeing how much time and energy I wasted worrying about what other people were thinking (or not thinking) makes me sad. It also makes me realise that I was more self-obsessed than I had thought!
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I WANTED TO BE LIKED BY EVERYONE, EVEN PEOPLE I DIDN’T PARTICULARLY LIKE MYSELF.
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To avoid these situations as much as possible, my people-pleasing – a trait that had flourished since I was at school – became even worse. I wanted to be liked by everyone, even people I didn’t particularly like myself. But some people can see this trait in you and take advantage. They could probably smell the desperation off me a mile away, and they knew that if they told me to jump, I’d ask how high. I would accept poor treatment from people because I had been conditioned to think I was bad because of my weight. There were definitely a few a**eholes who made fun of me – but I allowed myself to think that everyone felt this way towards me. My mind was so engulfed with those thoughts – the feelings of shame that I’d picked up from the media, careless family comments and the few instances of genuinely malicious bullying I’d suffered at school and since – that I believed everyone thought of me the way I thought of myself.


I’m sorry I allowed myself to think that way. I’m sorry that I felt like I was less deserving. I’m sorry I didn’t allow myself to do what I wanted. I’m sorry I said no to things because I worried it would make other people uncomfortable.


Plus-size rails and sucky-in pants


I started to say no a lot as I was approaching adulthood. I became so accustomed to saying no to things that I’ve missed out on so much. I’ve missed out on parties, holidays, experiences and relationships – all because I held myself back. I remember going on my first holiday with my friends to Lanzarote. We had just finished our Leaving Cert, and it was our first holiday abroad on our own. I was really looking forward to letting my hair down and celebrating with my friends, but in the back of my mind, I was constantly worrying about being in a hot country where it would be hard to hide underneath my usual black baggy clothes. I hadn’t been away on a holiday like this before with friends, so as crazy as it sounds, none of them had seen me in a swimming costume. But I was proud that I said yes and agreed to this holiday as a once-in-a-lifetime experience with my friends.
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MY FRIENDS WOULD THROW ON A SMALL BEACH DRESS OR A PAIR OF SHORTS AND A BIKINI TOP, WHILE I WOULD BE COVERED FROM HEAD TO TOE – MORE THAN LIKELY IN ALL BLACK, TOO – IN THE BLISTERING HEAT.
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I still held back, however, and missed out on things like going for a swim. Instead, I just sat by the pool, covered up with a kaftan, and watched the girls have a ball in front of me. Even things such as walking to the beach or to the supermarket weren’t pleasant for me because I was constantly worrying about what I would wear. My friends would throw on a small beach dress or a pair of shorts and a bikini top, while I would be covered from head to toe – more than likely in all black, too – in the blistering heat. All because I had that little voice in my head constantly telling me what other people would think about me.


The evening time was an especially nerve-racking time for me. I remember watching the girls get dressed up in pretty, colourful summer dresses, belly tops and shorts – all looking fabulous. I would feel like their overweight, covered-up aunty taking them on a night out. I always craved the freedom that they seemed to have, to just feel attractive, confident and carefree walking down the street.


For women – especially teenagers and young adults – fashion is a huge part of self-expression and identity. But you need the confidence to wear what you want, and I never had that. Most people I knew could walk into any shop and pick something straight off the hanger. Growing up, I never experienced shopping like this; I would go straight over to the baggy, oversized clothes and look for the largest size I could find. I never dressed how I wanted to dress. I dressed my body to cover it up. Shopping for clothes was not something I enjoyed, and it was something that I very rarely did. When I was growing up, plus-size ranges were not a thing. There was one store with a plus-size range, and I hated going in (this was in the days before online shopping). I only ever went with my mam because I was too embarrassed to go with my friends. The options they had were very limited and not the same styles my friends would be wearing. Growing up, it seemed like size 8 to maybe 16 was all that was available in most shops. I wore things until they were literally worn out; I would only go shopping for jeans when my jeans had holes in them – which was more often than you would think because of the auld ‘chub rub’. Special occasions and nights out were really hard to dress for because I wanted to look and feel as good as my friends did. On nights with the girls, I had maybe two or three go-to outfits, and I would wear those clothes every single time we went out. I would be so embarrassed because my friends would all be decked out in a new outfit every time. I do remember a couple of statement pieces. My beloved black bolero and leggings. I had always hated my arms and legs and was incredibly self-conscious about how big and broad they were. My bolero and leggings meant that I could pick up a couple of cute dresses and wear them all together. Unfortunately for me, this trend didn’t last too long, but I dragged it out for as long as I could. Fashion really is supposed to be creative, fun and a brilliant way for us to express ourselves through colours, patterns and styles. For so long, I was so ashamed of my body that I didn’t dare to dress it the way I wanted to.


I didn’t think my body deserved the bright colours or pretty materials. I was always told by everyone to dress for my shape. They would say the same thing: big handbag for a big girl, belt to show you have a waist in there somewhere, avoid horizontal stripes, low cut to distract from your stomach, don’t draw attention to your biggest areas and always long but never tight.


And then there was the sucky-in-pants phase. I was always told that they would transform my body in a second and that a dress would look ten times better on me if I just looked a little smaller. I would be more attractive with a smaller and smoother silhouette, like the tall slim women advertising them. By the age of 19, I had stopped believing that I would become the woman in the advert with the help of Spanx.


But there was a big change on the horizon. In a new country, maybe everything would be different.
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ME IN 2017.





London


That period in your late teens and early twenties is such an important time of growth and discovery of who you are – but I never really got to be myself completely. For so long, I had been playing so many different versions of myself to suit the people around me that I had no idea who I really was. But eventually, I decided that moving to London with Aoife to pursue acting was what I wanted to do.
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CHANGING MY MINDSET ABOUT HOW I SPEAK TO MYSELF IS ONE OF THE HARDEST THINGS I HAVE EVER DONE.
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I began to see it as my big escape, a fresh start where I could finally work on discovering who I really was. I kept imagining a life where I didn’t need to live a lie anymore, where I didn’t need to feel like a failure or as though I was bringing shame and embarrassment to my family, friends and myself. My friends and family never gave me any reason to feel ashamed or like a failure, but I was almost 19 years old and was the heaviest I had ever been, and I felt like I had zero motivation to get up and change that. I had no idea of the kind of career I wanted, and the jobs I was working were simply jobs to get me by. Most days, I would have feelings of self-hate, shame and quite a lot of feeling sorry for myself. The only way I could describe it was like being in a constant state of melancholy. I had zero drive and zero respect for my health or my body. My life was beginning to feel like a constant game of ‘What excuse can I come up with next to say no or to get out of this?’


I was at the age when people told me that the world was my oyster, but I was comparing myself unfavourably to everybody around me. Even though we were in completely different places in our lives, I always felt like I was the one stuck in a rut.


Looking back, what I find so disappointing is that all my worries and sadness were because of my weight. How did I allow myself to become so obsessed with feeling like less of a person that I needed to hide from friends and family and run away to another country, all because my frame was bigger? But I had this voice in my head from as far back as I can remember. It would constantly remind me of how fat I was, how ugly I was, how disappointing I was and how I should second-guess every little thing before I did it. Over the years of listening to my thoughts, I really did become my thoughts. We spend so much time with ourselves – more than anyone else in our life – that we trust that inner voice. We develop certain beliefs as young children, and as we grow older, it becomes so much harder to switch them off or change how we speak to ourselves. I had already wired my brain so that every single response was a negative one. I can’t even remember a time when I said to myself, ‘Well done, Jen’ or ‘I believe in you’. Changing my mindset about how I speak to myself is one of the hardest things I have ever done. I am still learning; I still struggle and fail at times; but working on unlearning how my brain worked for the last 30 years and rewiring it to work how I need and want it to work has been one of the greatest things I’ve ever done for myself. Positive thinking and self-love are superpowers that we can all learn – with a huge amount of effort.
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MY FRIEND AOIFE AND ME AT HER HEN PARTY IN CARRICK-ON-SHANNON IN 2016.





The time finally came when Aoife and I were leaving for London. Seeing how sad a lot of our friends were that the two of us were leaving, and seeing my mam and dad get upset that their baby was flying the nest, was tough. I asked myself, ‘Am I running away from my problems?’ I wasn’t addressing the issue of my weight by moving away. Still, somehow it felt as if I would be less ashamed there, as I only seemed to be getting heavier. Hiding in another country definitely seemed like an easier option than facing the real issue.


Highs and lows


My first year in London was one of growing up and having fun. Aoife and I moved in with a friend of hers, Georgie. I couldn’t have asked for two better housemates; the three of us instantly clicked and never stopped laughing, crying or singing from the day we moved in together until the day we moved out. We experienced so many of our highs and lows together.


All of our first jobs over there were far from what we wanted, but they paid the bills. I got a job as a supervisor in a newsagent. The hours were awful: I started at 5 a.m. to get the paper deliveries ready. Telling myself that it was only temporary, to get me by as I settled into my new home, got me through it. I finished at lunchtime and headed home to an empty house, as the other girls usually didn’t get home until later in the evening. As the weeks passed, I found myself in a really unhealthy cycle. I never had breakfast before going to work, so once it got to about 8.00 a.m. I would help myself to a snack off the shop shelf and eat it quickly while there were no customers around. I still didn’t like to eat in front of other people, so I wouldn’t bring lunch with me. I would wait until I finished work at 12.30 p.m. and then pop into the fancy delicatessen next door and treat myself to a pesto and mozzarella panini with some overpriced crisps. It became one of those situations where the man behind the counter knew my order and would have it waiting for me at 12.35 p.m. on the dot every day.
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I ALWAYS FELT LIKE I NEEDED TO EAT UNTIL I FELT WHAT I THOUGHT WAS FULL, BUT REALLY IT WAS JUST BINGE-EATING UNTIL I FELT SICK.
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We lived on a street at the top of Sydenham Hill, which is one of the highest points in London. I took the bus home, which would take me to the bottom of the hill, so I would get off, cross the road and wait for a second bus to take me one stop up the hill and leave me at the end of our road. I’d be embarrassed travelling just one stop, as it was pretty obvious that I was struggling to walk a few minutes uphill, so I had a whole performance down to a T. I would get a ‘call’ just after I got on the bus, from someone explaining to me that they were at the previous stop and so I would need to get off at the next stop to meet them.
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I HAD WANTED THE OPPORTUNITY TO CHANGE MY LIFESTYLE FOR GOOD AND TO COME HOME TO IRELAND ONE DAY AND SHOCK EVERYONE WITH MY TRANSFORMATION. BUT IT WASN’T TO BE.
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As soon as I got into the empty house, I’d plonk myself on the couch in front of the television and watch marathons of Grey’s Anatomy or Sex and the City. I’d usually have stopped in our local shop on the way home and picked up some extra junk food. Large sharing bags of crisps, chocolate to beat the band and always diet fizzy drinks. This is where I continued the secret eating. I would lie on the couch for three or four hours, exhausted from my early start and long shift, shovelling food with very little nutrition into my mouth and leaving myself feeling even more lethargic. Most days after eating that banquet, I wouldn’t even feel that full. I always felt like I needed to eat until I felt what I thought was full, but really it was just binge-eating until I felt sick. Before the girls arrived home, I stuffed all my empty wrappers and packaging into one plastic bag, squeezed it up tight, tied it and put it in the bottom of the bin. They’d never know.
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