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‘A good supper and strong tea restored their strength’


There is nothing like hunting a tiger to work up an appetite. So Bevis and Mark find after a day punting a raft around their island, tracking prints at the water’s edge. Some tiger or Red Injun or Man Friday has been stealing their rashers of bacon and they are out to find him.


The boys, heroes of Richard Jefferies’ Bevis, return to their camp an hour after sunset, defeated by a rising gale. No sign of the bacon thief. Morale is low. There is only one thing to be done. The boys lose not a moment. ‘The gate was padlocked, the kettle put on, and they sat down to rest. A good supper and strong tea restored their strength.’ When I read Bevis for the first time, aged twenty-seven, on a July day as hot and clear as boys with a raft could wish for, I paused at this island picnic.


‘A good supper and strong tea restored their strength.’ Such a throwaway sentence. All the more so in a book in which Bevis’s eager imagination conjures sea voyages to the Tropics, battles between Roman legionaries, spitting cobras, witches and genies, without ever leaving his father’s grounds.


Other readers would have pressed on to find out if Bevis and Mark, taking turns on the night watch, manage to shoot the tiger through their stockade. (They don’t. Bevis falls asleep with his back to the wall. That’s what comes of a good supper.) I kept turning the line over and over. ‘A good supper and strong tea restored their strength. ’ It seemed to strike at something that had eluded me for a long time. Fifteen years.


A day later, I was still worrying away at the sentence, as if it were a linseed stubbornly stuck between two teeth. What comfort, what warmth there was in that supper and strong tea. What a lifting effect it has on the boys. And what a strange and unfamiliar idea it presented to me: that a good meal might restore a tired body and defeated spirits.


For fifteen years before taking Bevis off the shelf, I had been hungry. Sometimes acutely so, sometimes less, but always going to bed each night empty and cold. For two of those fifteen years, I had been starving. How we misuse the word. ‘I’m starving!’ we announce over elevenses biscuits because breakfast was at seven and lunch won’t be till one. ‘Starving’ – it sounds so overdone. But I was. I cannot pretend to know what it is like to starve because your country is in famine or because you are held political prisoner. But I do know what it is like, slowly and with quiet and determined purpose, to starve your body near to death.


Let us call it by its proper name from the beginning. Anorexia. It is a difficult word. It does not come easily. Anorexia nervosa. You cannot mumble it under your breath and hope no one has heard. I do not like the length or unfamiliarity of the word, nor its harsh X, like a pair of crossed femur bones. You think of X-rays and skeletons.


Obese, plump. These are rounded, greedy words: wellfed vowels and full, buxom Ps and Bs. Peter Paul Rubens lends his name so seductively to fleshly bodies – Rubenesque – not just because his painted ladies, his Graces and Delilahs, are so comely, so peaches-and-creamy, but because that rolling R, that bouncing B insist on ampleness and appetite. Skeleton, starving, anorexia. These are thin words. Their Ks, Ls and Ts are like spines. That V is a pelvic bone. The X of anorexia is angular and alien.


Through my many years of anorexia I have shied away from the word. When I have told people of my thin, starved teens I have often couched it in some feeble half-truth: ‘I had some difficulty eating.’ At other times I have been vague. I talk of a mystery ‘illness’ or ‘an eating disorder’. This is too general. It might describe an illimitable appetite for junk and sugar, or bulimia with its bingeing and purging. No, anorexia is the only faithful description of my particular illness.


Besides, ‘eating disorder’ is wrong. This baggy catchall is to blame for many of the failings in the way such illnesses are treated. It is the mistake of some doctors to treat only the disordered habits of eating. A patient is admitted to a clinic and prescribed a meal plan. If she eats what is advised, she will gain weight, and, all boxes ticked, can be sent home. But left to her own devices, left to feed herself, the anorexic reverts to the old, destructive ways. It is not disordered eating which defines this illness. It is the disordered mind.


How can I fully describe the chaos, misery and misrule of an anorexic’s thinking? The mess and devastation of an illness that, while starving a body of its flesh, strips the mind of all rational thought?


Imagine a healthy mind as a library. As pleasant a room as a reader could wish. The books are shelved in glass-fronted cases, alphabetically and by subject. High, shuttered windows give a view of the sea, a garden square, or chalk downland – as you wish. There is an armchair, with a table and lamp, and a polished top stacked with favourite titles. In an ordered mind, this light, tidy library is a refuge, a retreat from a tiring world, a room where you can sit and read and gather your thoughts.


Now let me describe a different sort of library, this one belonging to the disordered, anorexic mind. The bookcases have fallen, their glass fronts smashed, their contents in disarray across the floor. The windows, too, have shattered. Rain and damp have got at the books, spoiling their bindings and soaking the pages. The chair, in which you have been accustomed to sit your whole life, has been knocked on its side and cannot be righted under the weight of the toppled cases. The table is splintered and the lamp cracked. What is to be done with a room as desolate as this? What is there to salvage? It is not a retreat, it is wreckage. At fifteen, this was the state of my mind.


Anorexia is an illness of wretched isolation. It traps you inside your thoughts and those thoughts become more and more frightening, less and less in your control. You want desperately for someone to help, to heave cases upright, set your chair by the window, return books to their shelves, while at the same time fearing more than anything that intervention might mean being forced to eat. I would sooner have taken my chances with the chaos than be made to eat a baked potato.


One of the great unfathomables of any mental illness is why this person and not that? Why are some people equable, cheerful, take misfortune in their stride and others subject to irrational glooms and torments? Another is: why that manifestation? Why anorexia, and not depression? Self-harm, and not drugs? Drink, and not gambling?


In my own case, I can only answer that it was temperament. I take things to heart; berate myself for past mistakes; feel my own failures keenly. I am anxious, perfectionist by nature and dismayed by any falling short. These are traits common to many anorexics. The wish to impose checks on one’s body – to make it lean, unobtrusive, spare – is the result of this sort of character losing its grip on reason. So, when I experienced a prolonged period of unhappiness in my early teens, more lowering and debilitating than the usual adolescent growing pains, it was anorexia which seized me, not drink or drugs or an obsessive compulsive disorder.


It is difficult, when it comes to any illness of the mind, to mark the moment between well and unwell, before and after – the tipping point between low spirits and consuming depression. But in my case, there is a date in the diary. Every day before was without anorexia, every day after marked by it.


I was thirteen and it was towards the end of the 2001 summer holiday. An eight-week release from a school which was to me more hateful than Nicholas Nickleby’s Dotheboys or Jane Eyre’s Lowood. At eleven, I had moved from a cheerful, mixed primary school to an academic, unsisterly, all-girls’ school. I did not take to it. I was small, slight, shy, sick with nerves on the school bus each morning, and sicker as we approached the gates.


I had some friends and an adored Latin teacher. But it wasn’t – I wasn’t – a good fit. I felt diminished and oppressed by the dark-red brick of the main school building and the chequered marble of the central hallway.


The first year was unsettled, the second miserable. It was a brutal, competitive place. Two-thirds of the girls in each year group went on to Oxbridge and there was what the school called ‘plenty of healthy rivalry’ and I would call bullying. It was generally dismissed as ‘high spirits’ or ‘hormones’. Whatever it was, it was soul-destroying. I was more shrunken – only mentally, not yet physically – and more cowed each term.


Late in that summer holiday between the second and third years, anxious about the September start of term, something in my mind gave way. It was a fine, amber August day of high blue skies. Gloucestershire, where we were spending the holidays, might have been Granada. We had been swimming outdoors and I was wearing a black swimsuit. Standing on the edge of the pool, wet from the water but drying off quickly in the sun, I felt, for the first time, that there was something wrong, irreparably wrong, with my body.


My skin didn’t seem to fit. I was ugly, formless, lumpen. I was revolted by the heaviness of my limbs and my swollen, inflated stomach. To any outward observer, I was the same slim girl I had been ten minutes before. But there had been some internal tremor, some shaking of that carefully ordered library, and a bookcase, perhaps more than one, had come crashing down.


I had been happy and relieved to be away that summer, out of school, in the garden with my brother Ed. It was the contrast of that relief, I believe, with the prospect of the return to school the following week that impressed so heavily. I had been unhappy before, but something new had asserted itself. I went back to school troubled by new compulsions. I must be smaller. I must be quieter. I must be less conspicuous.


I resolved not to visit the tuck shop at morning break. I was not to eat sweets or chocolate, biscuits or crisps. There was to be no wavering, no giving in to temptation. It was easy, remarkably so. Once gone, I didn’t miss them. How firm I was in my determination. But how plump and ungainly I was, how lacking in self-control when it came to other foods. I made a new resolution. I would give up all red meat: steak and hamburgers, salt beef and bacon. That, too, was easy.


I gave up chicken and fish, then pasta, potatoes, bread and rice. But even on this restricted diet I was fatter, slower, more lumbering. I gave up eggs, cheese, butter, yogurt and dairy milk. I gave up any snack between meals and all desserts. I would not eat in the school dining room or in the street or on the bus.


Through that third year at school, I pared my diet thinner and thinner. The summer between my third and fourth year, when I was fourteen, we went to France, where I was aware for the first time of an anxiousness before meals. I trailed Dad around the French supermarket filling the trolley with tofu, mushrooms, soya milk. What a relief that they had such things even in foie-gras and cassoulet-de-canard France. I was skittish when lunch out at a restaurant was proposed and frantic when the meal arrived with chips.


Those two weeks in France also mark the first time I felt hungry. Not hungry immediately before meals, but hungry all the time. I went to bed hungry and woke up hungry. I was hungry every hour in between, a distracting, preoccupying hunger that ate into every thought. When I could no longer concentrate on the book I was reading – it was the summer of I, Claudius, Great Expectations and Blandings – I would go down to the kitchen, take one reine claude plum from the bowl on the counter and tell myself it must last until dinner.


I was stricken by any family member taking a photo. I did not want my thunderous thighs on camera. Though I flinched from the lens at the time, some photographs were taken. I can look at them now and see pale, spindly legs beneath a denim skirt and a narrow body in a white jersey.


By the time I went back to school in September 2002, I was in a bad way. I would not eat dried fruit, fresh fruit, tomatoes or rice cakes. I would not eat any food cooked in olive oil. I would not use seasoning – not salt, not pepper, not vinegar, not soy sauce, not herbs, nor any garnish – on my food. I would not have any meal cooked with garlic or onions when I could have it plain. I would not have soup, unless clear broth. I would not drink anything but water or mint tea.


I had been taking vitamin C and cod liver oil tablets, but I would not take them any more. Each contained two calories, according to the packaging, and I was an exacting reader of packaging. No monk every laboured over his manuscript as devotedly as I did over tables of calorie, fat and sugar content. I would no longer take the Nurofen tablets – in a sugar casing – I had been relying on to ease appalling headaches. I had them every day, screaming, crippling hunger headaches. And still I seemed to swell, growing fatter even on this lean diet.


You might reasonably ask why no one had noticed. No parent, teacher or friend. I can’t blame those around me for not seeing what I was doing to myself. Anorexia makes schemers and deceivers of its sufferers. I had always had a ‘huge lunch’ at school, an ‘enormous sandwich’ on the way home. And you do not see incremental change. If I lost a steady pound a month and wore great baggy jeans that trailed on the pavement, any difference in my weight was not obvious.


There came a point, though, early in the New Year, when no pair of jeans, however baggy, and no amount of bluster about ‘vast helpings of lasagne’ would help me. Brushing my hair pulled whole skeins loose. There was soft, grey down all over my stomach, back and arms. My clothes hung on shrunken arms and legs. My chest hurt when I walked up the three flights of the school fire escape between lessons in the January cold.


So disturbed was my thinking that I convinced myself that if my lungs ached, it was because I was unfit. If I was tired, it was because I was lazy. If I was cold, it was because I was not running far enough on the treadmills in the school gym. I took up jogging in my lunch hour to improve, as I reasoned it, my circulation. I certainly didn’t need that hour for lunch.


The physical distress, though, was nothing compared to the mental. Every shelf in my mind’s library smashed; every book splayed, spine bent back; the glass in all the lamps cracked; wreckage and ruin from skirting board to skirting board. Every day the clamour in my head was louder. I was fat. I was disgusting, sluggish, worthless. A pig. Blubbery, blubbering, not fit to be seen.


In February 2003 I was taken to see a doctor. No girl of fifteen should be so tired, nor so cold. My parents were worried, though uncertain of the diagnosis. I was certain: I was too fat, ate too much and exercised too little. I was prepared for the doctor to weigh me, measure me, calculate my BMI and tell me that I was overweight, grotesquely obese. I had given in to an apple the previous week, I recorded in my diary, hating myself for having been so weak-willed.


I was weighed, I was measured and I was found wanting. My body was skeletal, nearly two stone underweight. I told the doctor my hair had been falling out and perhaps this was because I had stopped taking the cod liver oil. He shook his head, called Mum in from the waiting room and made his diagnosis. Anorexia.


Writing this does not come easily. When I think of the worst of my illness, it still stirs something close to grief, mourning those years lost to hunger. I want to write of my recovery, of learning not only to eat again, but to take pleasure in food and in cooking. To relish, as Bevis and Mark do, on the first day of their expedition, a picnic of ‘huge double slices of bread-and-butter done up in paper, apples, and the leg of a roast duck’, which the boys have pinched from the pantry.


I settled on the image of a library to describe my mind. I wonder how others would understand theirs: as a garden, a greenhouse, a painter’s studio, a cricket pitch and its pavilion, in greater or lesser states of repair. It would depend on the person.


I am a bookish person. I always have been. At primary school, I borrowed the permitted eight books a week from the Swiss Cottage children’s library every Wednesday and read them after lights-out in the shaft of light from the hallway which fell across the foot of my bed, feet tucked under the pillow.


At university, studying history of art, I lugged crates of books back and forth each term, more than there was ever room for in the car or in my cramped first- and second-year rooms. Today, my attic flat is always out of book space. Once a year I ring Max the carpenter and ask him to put up shelves in some new cranny under the eaves. If the floors collapse, the books will be to blame. Even at my weakest and most frail, confined to bed, invalided out of school, I read with a ravening appetite that I was missing in all other respects, devouring books at a rate of one a day.


Mum took me once a week to the doctor, twice a week to a therapist, a specialist in anorexia, and once a week to the Daunt bookshop on Marylebone High Street. In between, I was put back to bed. No running on the treadmill, no walks in the cold. What else was there to do but read? And so I did, piling books on the floor by my bedside table. If words had been calories, I would have been gorged. Reading was an escape when I was most desperate. Later, it was medicine of a different sort.


When I was first diagnosed with anorexia, at fifteen, the doctor warned that I faced a five- to ten-year recovery. It seemed impossible at the time. So long a treatment and convalescence was to my mind unending and unconquerable. But he was right.


The first three years were often so frightening, so exhausting that I swore again and again to abandon recovery and let the disease do what it might. Every mealtime was a battle, every new food a cause for terror and panic. That I survived those three years is thanks to Mum’s nursing, her inexhaustible patience. She sat with me at every meal, coaxing and reassuring, as I picked my way through small portions of despised foods. How did she endure with such outward calm those awful mealtimes? I would weep until I choked with tears over a bowl of yogurt or a slice of toast, raging that I would not, could not eat it.


I remember with shame the day she baked a fruitcake and offered me a slice at teatime. Hysterical, screaming that I did not eat cake, I threw the piece she had cut me on the floor. At meals, when I was told I must try some new food I behaved like a captured animal chained to the table leg, wild with distress.


Little by little, though, I did eat. A slice of wholemeal bread and ham, a grilled chicken breast, milk, vegetables, smoked salmon, even, eventually, a slice of fruitcake. By the time I went to university at nineteen, I could feed myself without Mum cheering me on. Not a lot, but enough. I ate with mechanical routine, small helpings of a very narrow range of foods, and never with any savour. I would try new foods with friends, but when eating alone over my books I would return to matchbox portions of a predictable, plodding diet. The same lunch every day for a term, known and reassuring. The same breakfast for three years. A tendency to prod and poke any meal dished up in college hall, more prodded and poked than eaten.


I might have gone on this way my whole life, eating just enough, not really at ease having dinner in company, not varying from safe staples: a little muesli, pasta with tomato sauce, chicken, sweet potatoes, roast vegetables, yogurt. A diet to keep one alive, but not one to relish.


I might never have struck the top of an egg with my teaspoon and hurried to catch the lava of yolk from the crater. I might never have smoothed melting butter onto toast with the side of a knife or fried sardines with salted capers for a midnight snack or nursed a cup of Earl Grey – ‘strong tea’ – in a favourite china mug with its superglued handle. I might have been deprived of all this if I hadn’t, a year or so after university, read Siegfried Sassoon’s description of a breakfast of boiled eggs, eaten in winter. In Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man, the first volume of his First World War trilogy, the poet recalls cold mornings before a hunt: ‘We got up at four o’clock, fortified ourselves with boiled eggs and cocoa, and set off on bicycles to a cubbing meet about eight miles away.’ Stopping in a copse, he has sandwiches, and on the way home keeps himself warm with thoughts of poached eggs on toast, tea and more cocoa.


All those eggs! All that bread! Hot chocolate! (I hadn’t had a cup of hot chocolate in a decade.) Sassoon’s exhilaration in the hunt, the fortifying effect of the eggs and cocoa at dawn, planted a thought: that hearty, warming food might lead to a richer life than the mean, restricted one I had been living. With Sassoon’s help, I was on to something. But I didn’t yet know what it was.


When I read Sassoon’s cubbing-meet breakfast, I was twenty-four. I had nearly reached the ten-year recovery mark that had seemed so daunting in the doctor’s office. I was better than I had been, but not wholly well. What was the state of my mind’s library at this point? The chair had been righted, the lamp repaired, the glass in the windows and bookcases replaced. Some semblance of order had been restored, but the books, my thoughts, were still maddeningly disordered.


When anxious or upset, I saw myself as fat, and, under pressure from a job interview or a break-up with a boyfriend, as monstrously obese. My dresses and jeans may all have been the smallest size in the shops, but the reflection in the mirror belonged to another person. I thought of most foods with fear and disgust and lashed myself with a cat-o’-nine-tails when I thought I had eaten to excess. ‘Excess’ was not a packet of crisps or a takeaway burger, but a handful of dried apricots or a single roast potato at Sunday lunch.


It has been the work of the last five years to pick up each of those mind’s library books in turn and shelve them in their rightful place. To learn – and it has been a long, hesitating lesson – to eat not with grudging duty, but with delight. It began with Sassoon’s eggs. His ham sandwiches eaten perched on a country gate. His slice of cherry tart at a very good cricket tea. My curiosity was piqued. Dare I say my stomach rumbled? I wondered: were there other writers with as hearty an appetite? There were.


This is not a book about the anguish – and it is anguish – of anorexia. Others have reported the worst of the illness with searing clarity and honesty. But their memoirs often stop at the first signs of recovery. This book is about what comes next. About the pouring in of sunlight after more than a decade of darkness and hunger. About Charles Dickens giving me the courage to try a spoonful of Christmas pudding. About crumbling saffron buns on a walk with Laurie Lee, and spooning yogurt, honey and walnuts at a breakfast with Patrick Leigh Fermor. About keeping the cold out with Robert Graves’s bully beef, and picking teeth-staining mulberries with Elizabeth David. About (rapture, this!) stirring whole milk into my porridge with the Swallows and Amazons. About ginger biscuits broken in half with Virginia Woolf.


I want to write about the solace of reading, and through reading, putting my mind’s shelves in order. About restoring my library, one book at a time.
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‘A shocking thing hunger, isn’t it, Mr Nickleby?’


Through the winter months of the worst of my illness, eating peas and scraps of tofu, I never once skipped breakfast. I had a conviction – and I must have read the phrase in a magazine because the wording is so precise – that ‘a good breakfast is the key to successful weight loss’. I could starve as I pleased as the day went on, but mornings began with the good breakfast of the rubric.


While my definition of breakfast remained the same – I did eat something every morning – I chipped away at the ‘good’. Porridge and milk and a banana and honey: that is a good breakfast. Take away the honey, and the porridge and banana will set you up for the day. Take away the banana, and the porridge will keep you warm. Swap dairy milk for soya, and you lose the benefit of the calcium. I did myself lasting harm this way. A scan, insisted on by my doctor after his diagnosis, showed osteopenia – the beginnings of brittle bone disease – at the base of my spine.


Halve the portion of porridge, and you will be hungry by eleven. Halve the portion again, and you’ll be hungry by nine. Halve it again – we are down to three level tablespoons now – and the cold when you leave the house for school is cruel. Replace the soya milk with water, and you are mottled and shivering even in six layers of clothes. God, how cold I was. Fingers and toes blue, wearing gloves in lessons, and sinking into a bath sobbing at the end of the day. I was driven wild with cold at the bus stop. Let the driver come round the corner with the next change of lights, let me not stand here on a January morning for a minute longer.


But still I had eaten a good breakfast. The anorexic mind is perversely logical. I had a talent for convincing myself that my regime was admirable. I scoffed at the girls at school who missed breakfast. What dolts! They would be much better off having hot porridge, as I did. How often they stumbled at morning break, buying chocolate from the tuck shop. But, I, with my good breakfast, hardly needed my lunchtime Ryvita, taken in broken pieces from inside a locker so no one would see me eat. Nor was I hungry for my pea soup at dinner – peas in the water in which they had been boiled.


A good breakfast – it sounds absurd now. By the time I’d finished my refinements, you couldn’t truly call it porridge. It had become the thin, workhouse gruel ladled from the copper in Oliver Twist for the benefit of poor parish boys. Unlike Oliver, it never crossed my mind to want more.


The workhouse children of Charles Dickens’s Mudfog have a porringer of oatmeal and water three times a day. Oliver and his fellow starvelings polish the bowls clean with their spoons and lick their fingers for stray splashes of gruel. In some ways they are fortunate. There are worse breakfasts in Dickens. In Nicholas Nickleby, the pupils of Dotheboys Hall have their porridge – ‘which looked like diluted pincushions without the covers’ – from Mrs Wackford Squeers, who first doses each boy with brimstone and treacle because it spoils his appetite.


Wackford Squeers, headmaster of Dotheboys Hall, is all for good breakfasts – but only if he’s the one who is eating them. In the dining room of a coaching inn, Squeers lines up before him the five little boys, unlucky all, who will shortly go up to his Yorkshire school. He orders two penn’orth of milk in a blue mug, thinned with lukewarm water. ‘Why the milk will be drowned,’ protests the waiter, mindful of five boys with empty stomachs. Mr Squeers is unmoved. ‘Conquer your passions, boys, and don’t be eager after vittles.’


The lukewarm milk and water arrives and Squeers tells his charges how they will proceed. ‘“When I say number one”, pursued Mr Squeers, putting the mug before the children, “the boy on the left hand nearest the window may take a drink; and when I say number two the boy next him will go in, and so till we come to number five, which is the last boy. Are you ready?”’ ‘Yes, sir,’ cry the little boys, eager and hungry. ‘“That’s right,” said Squeers, calmly getting on with his breakfast; “keep ready till I tell you to begin. Subdue your appetites, my dears, and you’ve conquered human nature. This is the way we inculcate strength of mind, Mr Nickleby.”’


Mr Squeers, mouth full of beef and toast, keeps his boys in ‘torments of expectations’ until he has finished his own breakfast. Then: ‘“Number one may take a drink.” Number one seized the mug ravenously, and had just drunk enough to make him wish for more, when Mr Squeers gave the signal for number two, who gave up at the same interesting moment to number three, and the process was repeated till the milk and water terminated with number five.’


Was there ever such a torture scene? After a decade of diluting my milk with the meanness of Mr Squeers, I read this passage with horror. Dickens makes clear that Squeers, by his miserly husbanding of the milk, is as rotten as they come. Worse still, we have Ralph Nickleby, the novel’s villain – and we know he is a villain by his breakfast habits – boasting to the widowed Mrs Nickleby: ‘When I first went to business, ma’am, I took a penny loaf and ha’porth of milk for my breakfast as I walked to the city every morning; what do you say to that, ma’am? Breakfast! Pshaw!’ And I bet he had his ha’porth of milk watered, too.


I joke now, but I found the scene of the coaching inn breakfast genuinely unsettling. Did my eating habits align me with characters like this? Bullies and misanthropes? Had I not inflicted on my own body what Wackford Squeers inflicts on his boys? For the two penn’orth of milk is only the beginning of his cruelties.


The kitchen Mr Squeers keeps at Dotheboys Hall is by no means a lean one, at least when it comes to feeding his own family. There is Yorkshire pie and cold beef when he arrives with his cargo of small boys from London, and, later, an ‘uncommon juicy steak’. Downstairs, meanwhile, it is porridge and brimstone for the boys. In morning lessons, the children sit ‘crouching and shivering together, and seemed to lack the spirit to move about’. ‘Crouching and shivering’. That is another phrase which, once read, has lodged in my memory. A breakfast of anorexic’s porridge – scant tablespoons of oats, thinned and thinned again with water – leaves you fit for nothing but crouching and shivering.


At the worst of my anorexia, I did lack the spirit, certainly the strength, to move about. A few weeks after the doctor had made his diagnosis, during which time I staggered into school with a deranged determination, shaking and light-headed from hunger, I was taken out of my own Dotheboys Hall, and put to bed. There I more or less remained, broken only by outings to doctor, therapist and Daunt, from March until September, when I started at a new school taking just five GCSEs and going home to bed between lessons. If the first school had been a Dotheboys, then this light, high-ceilinged college was more like the village classroom kept in Great Expectations by the good and kindly Biddy.


You might think I take Mr Squeers and his hungry boys too much to heart. After all, he is only fictional. But when he says to Nicholas, smacking his lips over the two penn’orth of milk, ‘A shocking thing hunger, isn’t it, Mr Nickleby?’ I find myself nodding in appalled agreement.


That I was so gripped by Nicholas Nickleby and that its wickeder scenes seemed so vivid was because Dickens had taken me over almost completely. In 2012, the bicentenary of his birth, I made it my January resolution to read all sixteen novels – I had managed only A Christmas Carol and Great Expectations at school – before the year was out. This tendency to turn any gentle pursuit – reading a bedside novel, say – into a gauntlet and endurance test is not uncommon in anorexics. I could always have worked harder. Three hours’ homework, four hours, five. Always have taken on another project, done it better, more neatly, read another dozen books from the reading list. Always have been up earlier. Still, since I was no longer allowed to make New Year’s pledges to lose weight, exercise furiously or banish this food or that from my diet, reading all of Dickens’s novels in a year was a kinder undertaking.


I almost managed it. If I hadn’t been waylaid by Sherlock Holmes in May (having picked up A Study in Scarlet, I then, seized by a completist’s mania, had to read every one of Arthur Conan Doyle’s Holmes mysteries) I might have done it. As it was, I ran over into 2013 by six weeks.


When I started the Dickens marathon, I was twentyfour. I had got myself through university, managed the first year of a job as a commissioning editor on a newspaper, found a balance, just about, between well and unwell. I was, I suppose, what doctors call a ‘functioning’ anorexic. I had an unhappy truce with the illness. I’d eat enough to get by. I’d eat old stalwarts – cereal, tomatoes, rye bread – but nothing new. A chatty, happy dinner with friends had to be checked and paid for by a fast the day after.


I was funny about cookbooks, cooing over pictures and recipes, treating myself to imagined ingredients, dishes and places – saffron, soba, fenugreek, kohlrabi, Ottolenghi, Moro, the Orient, the Levant, Aleppo peppers and Chinese pears. When I’d had my fill I’d close the pages, return the books to the shelf, and cook something plain and under-seasoned: pasta and cherry tomatoes, white fish and greens. At weekends I’d make a great parade of baking – flour, icing sugar, syrups, glazes, pomegranate this and orange blossom that – and admire my trays of rising muffins, before pressing them on friends, colleagues, my brother, party hosts and finding – the lies we tell – that there wasn’t one left over for me.


While I was reading Dickens something changed. I didn’t want to be on the outside, looking at pictures, tasting recipes at one remove, seeing the last muffin go to someone else. I began to want to want food. To share it, savour it, to have it without guilt.


That year, I read with an unbounded appetite, beanfeasting on hundreds of pages in a sitting, entire books in a week, heavy and surfeited with words. Mr Pickwick never tucked into a meal with as much eagerness as I did sixteen courses of Dickens. Edwin Drood, which I read last, and which was unfinished when Dickens died, was the small glass of port wine after the figgy pudding. If I hadn’t been so possessed by Dickens in that year, not been so immersed in his London, his Yarmouth, his Yorkshire, if I had read the books piecemeal over a lifetime and not in a single great banquet, one course after the other, he might not have left such a mark. But in waking up with Dickens, breakfasting, lunching, walking, suppering, going to bed with him, reading a few pages while the kettle boiled because I was falling behind in my year’s timings, in being completely rapt by Dickens, I began to see all manner of things through his lens.


It struck me, as I ticked off Nicklebys, Copperfields and Chuzzlewits, that not one of his novels is carried off without a meal or two, or indeed a dozen along the way. No great enterprise is undertaken without the promise of pie and porter at the end of it and no celebration complete without a tureen of mock-turtle soup marbled with fat. Marbled with fat – what an idea. After so long thinking of any hearty meal, any food which would find a place on the table of the ‘gorging and gormandising’ Mr Pumblechook (another man for watering the milk of hungry boys – poor Pip) with something between terror and revulsion, I read Dickens’s passages of supper-conjuring with a famished curiosity.


I did not – yet – have any great desire to eat a whole ‘haystack of buttered toast’, such as the one prepared by the Aged Parent in Great Expectations, nor Mr Crummles’s hot beef-steak pudding and potatoes. But I liked the thought of them, and took vicarious pleasure in others’ enjoyment of fried sole, shrimp sauce, watercress and young radishes.


I was following the example of Mr John Browdie in Nicholas Nickleby who, vexed at being made to wait to start on the tea table, ventures ‘to dip a tea-spoon in the milkpot and carry it to his mouth, or to cut off a little knob of crust, and a little corner of meat, and swallow them at two gulps like a couple of pills’. That was all I wanted for the time being, to taste, to sample, to dip just a tea-spoon in the milkpot of Dickens’s meals.


Recovering from anorexia is about more than just eating enough and continuing to eat enough to keep yourself alive. You have to pick up, order and shelve all the thoughts that have been scattered, upturned, torn and damaged. Though I had started to eat again, I still thought of food as something fundamentally bad and unnecessary. There was a part of me that still believed I could get by – if I was steel-willed enough – on air and water alone. The smell from any takeaway shop I passed in the street turned my stomach and I inwardly recoiled when I watched friends eat a curry or hamburger.


In uptight moods, I privately tutted at others asking for second helpings, or ordering pudding, or spooning rich gravy over their meat, and I was neurotic about being offered such things myself. I half coveted and half resented the chocolate bars eaten by girlfriends and the caramel popcorn taken into the cinema. How did they eat with such ease?


Hunger, restraint, iron self-command conferred a misplaced moral superiority. I was virtuous because I did not eat. Others were wanton, reckless, wild, polluted because they did. That had been my way of thinking from the age of thirteen to twenty-four. It took a year of Dickens to shake me out of this wrong-headedness. There is no virtue in hunger in Dickens. It is a symptom of want, deprivation and poverty. I flinched when I read the passage in Oliver Twist when Oliver, apprenticed to an undertaker, arrives at a house where a young woman has died. Her father, mad with grief, tells them: ‘I say she starved to death. I never knew how bad she was, till the fever came upon her, and then her bones were starting through the skin.’


Having so long fetishised ‘bones . . . starting through the skin’, so long wished for a thinner and thinner body – though the curse of the illness is that you are never thin enough, that the closer you are to bone, the greater the flesh you imagine – reading these words shook me. A new thought rose: that there is no beauty, nothing brave in starvation. It brings no happiness, confers no blessings, has no goodness in it. I had aspired for so long to skeletal thinness, but here was a young woman, starved so thin that, as her father, puts it: ‘The worms would worry – not eat her, – she is so worn away. ’


The strange thing is that if you had asked me at fifteen what I made of this woman, I might have told you I envied her. Wracked with hunger, my mind harum-scarum with headaches and desperate impulses, I thought there was something good in death. I would have welcomed it as respite from the clamouring in my head and the pains of my starved body. But reading Oliver Twist at twenty-four, better nourished and a great deal calmer, I cringed from this scene. Hunger, as it was here, was horrible and pitiful. I wanted no part of it.


We tend to remember Oliver’s hunger, his polite request ‘Please, sir, I want some more’ – for workhouse gruel and his being hit on the head with the ladle and carted off by the Beadle for his pains, but we forget the unnamed young woman, starved and taken away by the undertakers only a chapter later.


I found myself dwelling on this poor tenement house. It exposed just how fractured my anorexic thinking had been. How privation and deathly hunger had acquired a glamour – and I mean glamour in the sense of a dazzling illusion, a mirage – they did not deserve. It went some way towards explaining what a task I was up against, to drive out such thinking and restore sanity and reason.


There is a misunderstanding that anorexia is a disease of vanity. That the anorexic aspires to the maypole body of the catwalk model or the red-carpet Amazon. Not at all. It is not prettification of self that drives the illness, but annihilation of self. It is the scraping-back of flesh from bone, it is punishment, will to destruction. It is the belief that you are not worthy of food, nourishment, life. Vanity, beauty? They have nothing to do with it.


After visiting the Mudfog slum house without coal or bread, we are in need now of something reviving, something of the sort Pip and Mr Wemmick have before setting out from Wandsworth for Mr Wemmick’s clandestine marriage to Miss Skiffins in Great Expectations. ‘We had fortified ourselves with the rum-and-milk and biscuits,’ says Pip, and we must have the same: rum-and-milk and biscuits to recover from the early, hungry chapters of Oliver Twist.


Mr Wemmick is a great one for biscuits, which he pops into his mouth as if they were letters into a postbox; and not just biscuits, but buttered rolls, sausages speared on a toasting fork, loin of pork, home-grown greens and cucumbers raised on a garden frame. Wemmick, a lawyer’s clerk, has the pick of the choicest fowls from the cook’s shop, having relieved the cook of jury duty. He makes an excellent steak stew.


We know Mr Wemmick is good, just as we know Mr Squeers is bad, by the table he keeps. When Pip goes to Wemmick’s for tea, there is not just the ‘haystack of buttered toast’ prepared by the Aged Parent, but a ‘such a jorum of tea, that the pig in the back premises became strongly excited and repeatedly expressed his desire to participate in the entertainment’. I was taken with that jorum of tea, circling it with a pencil in my book and copying from the dictionary: ‘a large drinking bowl or vessel, esp. a bowl of punch’ in the space at the top of the page. Had it been only a ‘pot’ of tea I might not have taken such notice, but I like new words, collect and keep lists of them in the back of my diary, and use them, however obscure, if I think I can get away with it.


I was sold, too, on Herbert Pocket’s ‘pottle’ of strawberries (‘a small basket, esp. one of a conical shape used for holding strawberries or other soft fruit, now rare’) in Great Expectations, bought at Covent Garden market, carried back to Chancery and fast turning to jam in his hands. A pot of tea or a punnet of strawberries I would not have wanted to share, but a jorum of tea and a pottle of strawberries . . . ‘We ate the whole of the toast,’ recalls Pip of Mr Wemmick’s spread, ‘and drank tea in proportion, and it was delightful to see how warm and greasy we all got after it.’ The idea that food could be companionable, delightful, warming (‘greasy’, I admit, had less appeal) was new and tantalising.


In David Copperfield I met Mr Micawber, an admirable guest at a party: affable, eager and deft with a gridiron. When a planned supper at Davey Copperfield’s lodging goes awry (his cook, Mrs Crupp, is taken ill while frying the soles), it is Micawber to the rescue. Mr Micawber’s Mustard Mutton would not disgrace the menu in any cookhouse. Davey tells us: ‘Traddles cut the mutton into slices; Mr Micawber (who could do anything of this sort to perfection) covered them in pepper, mustard, salt and cayenne; I put them on the gridiron, turned them with a fork and took them off, under Mr Micawber’s directions; and Mrs Micawber heated, and continually stirred some mushroom ketchup in a little saucepan.’


They roll their sleeves up at the wrists and fall to, as more mutton slices sputter on the fire. It wasn’t so much the mutton or the ketchup or even the cayenne that stayed with me after I’d closed the book, but, as with the buttered toast, the conviviality, the game of it all. Here is how Davey sums up the party:




What with the novelty of this cookery, the excellence of it, the bustle of it, the frequent starting up to look after it, the frequent sitting down to dispose of it as the crisp slices came off the gridiron hot and hot, the being so busy, so flushed with the fire, so amused, and in the midst of such a tempting noise and savour, we reduced the leg of mutton to the bone. My own appetite came back miraculously.





Bustle, a flushing fire, tempting noise, laughter, and an appetite miraculously restored. I read this passage with stirrings of appetite no less miraculous.


There were times, though, when I rebelled against Dickens’s mutton and beef, perspiring hams and ‘blisterous’ Yorkshire puddings. When Mr Hubble (that is not a thin-sounding name and Mr Hubble is not a thin-looking man) in Great Expectations announces ‘a bit of savoury pork pie would lay atop of anything you could mention, and do no harm,’ I all but closed the book and put it back on the shelf in protest. No, there were no circumstances in which I could imagine a pork pie being eaten as a dainty morsel, a palette-cleanser, an after-dinner mint to finish a meal of pickled pork, roast stuffed fowls, mince pies and boiled Christmas pudding. I could just about face a (small) one if it constituted the whole meal and a long walk to follow, but, no, I could not join Mr Hubble in a post-prandial pork pie.


By instinct and appetite I am more on the side of the Little Dorrits than the Mr Hubbles. Amy Dorrit has ‘a great anxiety’ about eating, ‘an extraordinary repugnance to dining in company’. She is a furtive eater, taking her plate off to odd corners, or eating standing on tiptoe at the mantelpiece instead of a table. With her back to the room, she can squirrel away her food to take home to her father, locked in the Marshalsea prison for the worst of bad debts.


In Little Dorrit, characters lose or recover their appetites in line with their fortunes. A lack of appetite for food is the first sign of a weakening of will, a growing, cooped-up fear of the outside world. When we meet Amy Dorrit, she is employed as a paid companion to Mrs Clennam, a woman listless and incurious in her eating. She never leaves the house, never sees a new face, never tries any new titbit brought to her in her isolation. Her evening meal is a dish of little rusks carried up on a tray. Half of these she dips in a hot mixture of port wine, lemon, sugar and spices; half she has softened with butter. Her retainers, the tyrannous Mr Flintwich and trembling Mrs Affery, try to tempt her with a dish of oysters, ‘eight in number, circularly set out on a white plate on a tray covered with a white napkin, flanked by a slice of buttered French roll,’ but she refuses, and sends the briny supper back to the kitchen.


After her son, Arthur Clennam, is ruined in business and condemned like Mr Dorrit before him to the Marshalsea, he rapidly falls ill. All food turns to dust. John Chivery, son of the gatekeeper and Arthur’s rival for Amy, brings a picnic to lift Arthur’s spirits: fresh butter kept clean in a cabbage leaf, slices of boiled ham, bread, a basket of watercresses and salad herbs. Arthur does his best, but ‘the ham sickened him, the bread seemed to turn to sand in his mouth. He could force nothing upon himself but a cup of tea.’ At John’s urging – ‘Try a little something green’ – Arthur manages a sprig or two of watercress, but nothing more. ‘The bread turned to a heavier sand than before, and the ham (though it was good enough of itself) seemed to blow a faint simoom of ham through the whole Marshalsea.’


Arthur knows that it must have cost the slighted John much to bring him that cabbage-leaf supper: ‘It was very kind of you to think of putting this between the wires; but, I cannot even get this down today.’ In his misery and abasement Arthur no longer thinks it worth taking care of himself. He falls idle, mopes, pines, can no longer even lose himself in books. He cannot sleep, nor breathe except at the window. He eats nothing and sinks into a low fever.


There is a difference in Little Dorrit between mindsickness and body-sickness. The Clennams, mother and son, are mind-sick: hounded by the past and held hostage by guilt. They see no reason to eat. Their opposite is the simple, trusting Maggy, on whom Amy keeps a tender eye. Maggy was once body-sick. She had a bad fever when she was ten, and has never grown any older in her thoughts. She is so simple, so trusting and childish, that she feels no dejection, no regret, no disgrace. She looks back at her fevered stay in hospital – ‘Ev’nly place!’ – with bliss: ‘“Such beds is there!” cried Maggy. “Such lemonades! Such oranges! Such d’licious broth and wine! Such Chicking! Oh, AIN’T it a delightful place to go and stop at!”’ The greatest compliment the chuckling Maggy can pay the supper offered her by Arthur Clennam – cakes, fruit and wine – is: ‘Oh ain’t it d’licious! Ain’t it hospitally!’


When I was most ill, at fifteen, when all meals might have been sand and when I would not have eaten even a grain if Mum had not sat with me taking up John’s cry of ‘Try a little more something,’ I did not want to see anyone. I was convinced that visitors were keeping score of my weight. Had I lost or gained that week? It was easier to hide in my room, making a Marshalsea of the house. Easier to read alone. No book has ever given me a look up and down and said, ‘You look better.’ I always took this badly. ‘You’re looking better’ to me meant: ‘You’re definitely fatter.’


In those Marshalsea months, a family friend came to visit. She said something that upset me very much at the time, though I knew she had meant well. Gallows humour. She said that her husband – a gourmet, a Pickwick, a Hubble – had always wanted to be anorexic. Because what fun he would have had eating himself fat and well again. I managed a smile while she was there, but I was angry after. You wouldn’t wish anorexia upon yourself, not on your worst enemy. It isn’t fun. Recovery wasn’t a game, an all-you-can-eat spree at the cheeseboard and wine cellar. Every mouthful was a struggle, from buttered toast down to the last sand-dry sprig of watercress.


My sickness was mind-sickness, Clennam-sickness. Body-sickness, Maggy’s sort of sickness, can be, if not cured, then at least bettered and soothed with lemonade and cakes. Anorexia is a very devious sort of illness, and it needs wilier medicines. You would not find a copy of Little Dorrit in any dispensary. Doctors write no notes for Chuzzlewit pills and Dombey tinctures. But Dickens was making me better.


If I had been a functioning anorexic, still enslaved by old rules and measures, Dickens made me an agitating, questioning one. Why did I have to be hungry? Why eat dry rusks? Why waste away on meals pushed between the wires? If I went out for supper it was always soup, salad, fruit. Why not a roast leg of something feathered with sage and onions and mashed potatoes?


Dickens made me brave. Could I have eaten the Cratchits’ Christmas goose? One of Mrs Clennam’s oysters? No, not yet. But just reading about them, just broaching the thought of them, and of Mr Pancks’s bread and butter pudding and Amy’s basket of grapes and jelly, was beginning to slacken the knots of my illness.


The very worst of Dickens’s creations eat lustily and well while keeping food from others. Wackford Squeers does it to his captive pupils, Mr Pumblechook does it to Pip, and Miss Charlotte does it to Oliver as she feeds him the ‘dainty viands’ that the dog has rejected.


One of the nastiest examples of this is Miss Sally Brass in The Old Curiosity Shop, a bully of the first order, who starves the servant girl in the kitchen while pretending to charity. When it comes to the sainted Little Nell, I am afraid I am with Oscar Wilde that one would have to have a heart of stone not to laugh at her syrupy, sentimental last illness, but my heart did break for the ‘Marchioness’ (she has no other name) in her basement kitchen. This is how she takes her dinner – ‘a dreary waste of cold potatoes, looking as eatable as Stonehenge’:




‘Do you see this?’ said Miss Brass, slicing off about two square inches of cold mutton, after all this preparation, and holding it out on the point of the fork.


The small servant looked hard enough at it with her hungry eyes to see every shred of it, small as it was, and answered, ‘yes.’


‘Then don’t you ever go and say,’ retorted Miss Sally, ‘that you hadn’t meat here. There eat it up.’


This was soon done. ‘Now, do you want any more?’ said Miss Sally.
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