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This book is dedicated to my best friend Sybil, my beautiful, stylish and kind grandmother who has always taught me to be unapologetically myself, no matter what. I wouldn’t be where I am without you.










Author’s Note


Hello babes, and welcome to Does My Butt Look Big in This? I have written this book from my experience as a curvy woman and I have other women like me in mind. That being said, I hope that, in many places, these pages will resonate with those of you who have had your own different, and potentially more difficult, journeys due to your size, age, race, ability or gender. It goes without saying that, despite the lack of size representation in mainstream media, my position and my privilege as a white, cisgender and able-bodied woman has permitted me access to spaces and opportunities that many are still fighting for. Though there is some change, it’s at a glacial speed, so before reading my journey I implore you lovely readers to research, follow and engage with the incredible voices in the body positivity space who are not only fighting for size diversity, but who are also pushing for increased visibility and representation of disabled bodies, people of colour and trans people, to name a few examples. In particular, I want to give a special shout out and thanks to Sabey Dantsira, Kelly Knox, Tinar Dandajena, Mariah Idrissi and Clara Holmes.


Special thanks to my amazing publishing, editing, design and management team for being incredibly supportive, patient and understanding during my first experience writing a book. Anna, Marnie, Nicole, Kerry, Lindsay, Tokiko and Burcu: you are the best, even when I’m sending ideas at 3am in the morning; we did it and I’m so thankful for you all.


This is my journey into the body positive space, and I hope that my honest words and my insights into the fashion industry will open your eyes to the importance of being your true, authentic self.


Felicity x
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Introduction


I’m not sure how old you are, but when I was younger there was always a defining question that would be thrown around before the school disco, while changing for PE or getting ready to go uptown to meet your besties on a Saturday. And that question was, ‘Babes, be honest ... does my butt look big in this?’


Now, this is a very open-ended question, which can be answered in so many ways, both positive and negative. All I remember growing up in the 1990s was that the answer would always be, ‘No, of course it doesn’t look big’ (with the subtext being: let’s do all we can to hide it).


In this book I want to explore this question, pull apart its meaning and ultimately find an answer to the really big issue that lies behind it: why are we being so unkind to our bodies?


The moment we become poorly, we pray to our bodies to mend us from the inside, but when we are feeling well we battle with our appearance on the outside.


Isn’t it bizarre that with everything going on in the world, everything that is constantly thrown at us in life, we still seek to punish ourselves by criticizing the way our bodies look, focusing on the way we assume we appear to other people or negatively comparing our looks to the popular kids in school or to the seemingly ‘picture perfect’ bodies on social media?


I was never in the popular group in school. I was the one who was queuing up outside Woolworths on my own before school in my Dr Martens, my rucksack covered in patches and pins, listening to my CD Walkman while waiting to buy the latest Incubus album. I was the one who wore clothes from charity shops and got style advice from my nan. But there was still a contentment there when I was younger and I do believe it was because there wasn’t any social media to feed my insecurity. I didn’t even have a camera phone until I was around 16. We had dial-up internet and a rubbish phone signal, so I would spend my evenings watching old VHS films in my bedroom, playing Snake on my Nokia 3310 or making mix CDs for friends.


The only time I would notice any public body shaming back then would be on the covers of gossip magazines where they would be slating someone for being a UK size 14 (US size 10) and wearing a bikini on holiday. Fortunately, most of the time I was in my own little bubble so I didn’t even notice this, but that quickly changed when I became a young adult, as social media became more of a point of reference for everything from fashion and beauty to culture and entertainment.


There were hardly any large women on our TV screens back then and, if there were, they would invariably be cast as the ‘funny one’ – never the love interest, the confident one or the boss. That itself causes a lot of body-image issues when you never see yourself reflected positively onscreen. Things are starting to change these days but there is still a long way to go. And the low self-esteem we experience is going to persist until we can get to a place of understanding that there is more than one way of being beautiful.


I was lucky when I was growing up as I had so much love and encouragement from my nan. I loved finding eccentric fashion at car boot sales; I loved going to concerts, jumping on trains, sneaking on the guest list and flogging spare tickets outside. I’ve always been a grafter, I’ve always had so-called ‘balls’, but I lacked any confidence in my body, hiding myself away for a long time under layers and layers of clothing. If I’m being honest, my vintage secondhand sequin jackets were essentially my armour. I guess deep down I wore them as a big middle finger to the high street, to the times I couldn’t buy the same jeans as my friends, to the gossip magazines and to the TV channels that didn’t seem to cater for my size or represent my body shape. But despite the outward bravado there was still an insecurity there about my body and I guess my eccentric style was my coping mechanism.


I’m writing this book because I don’t want anyone else to go through those moments of anxiety over the vessel that literally keeps your blood pumping, your thoughts processing and your dreams flowing. Your body is your best friend. So in these pages I want to tell you about all the things I’ve learned about myself and the industry I’m in – and how I’ve grown to love and feel comfortable in my body.




‘Your body is your best friend.’





Ultimately, this book has been created with my little sister in mind. She has the same body shape as me, as well as developing stretch marks at a younger age – the ones that are bright cherry red and will eventually fade. But she didn’t try to wash them off in the shower like I did; she didn’t cover up her body from her partner and wear high-waisted knickers because she thought she had ruined her body by simply just growing. Instead she learned to accept them pretty quickly and that’s because she had more access to representation, understanding and love.
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If you think about it, when a plant grows bigger and produces stronger leaves, when it blooms and flowers in different colours, we find it beautiful and celebrate it. But when changes happen on a human body, ones that haven’t been normalized and are therefore not admired or understood, so often that’s when the body confidence fades and we try to hide ourselves away. I believe it doesn’t have to be that way.


My sister was lucky. There is a big age gap between us and things are changing now. Although she grew up in the social media world where comparison is the thief of joy, she also had me as a real-life body-confident role model cheering her on. I was able to show her that stretch marks, cellulite and body hair were normal. She didn’t feel so alienated by society.


I want this book to fill the role of your older sibling, older cousin or best friend. Something you turn to when you want a little boost. When you’re in need of a little confidence pick-me-up. It will be there waiting for you to turn the pages, make notes and think deeper.


I’ll also be looking into the hype around ‘body positivity’ – how you can recognize who is harnessing it for good and who is simply using their influence and platform to make money on the back of insecurities that society pushes onto us. I want to explore how we speak to ourselves about our bodies and how that’s changed over the previous decades, taking us right up to the present day. I also want to help you to identify the underlying factors that are influencing how you really feel about YOUR figure.


I will be asking the questions, giving you my best answers and providing positive solutions to spring open the padlock on that suitcase of confidence you’ve been hiding in the attic!


Self-love is very important to me now and I wish there had been some sort of self-love bootcamp when I was younger that could have taught me how to truly appreciate myself and stop comparing myself to others. Then again, if we all loved ourselves, millions of pounds would be lost in sales of products that are marketed to us to supposedly create the ‘best versions of ourselves’. But what if we already are the best versions of ourselves and just can’t see it?


Let’s tackle that self-love, babe, no matter what size your derrière is.
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My Journey into Body Positivity


You know what, babes, I haven’t always been confident. I preach self-love but that was something that had to be learned and it didn’t come overnight.


I remember exactly where I was when I first discovered stretch marks on my body. I was 17 years old and staying at my ex-boyfriend’s place in Leeds. It was a brown, brick-terraced house on a badly cobbled street with tons of character – one of those ones that look like they’re straight out of a scene in Peaky Blinders (if they ever came to Yorkshire).


We had just come back from the pub; I was getting ready for bed and went to take a shower. I was getting undressed and noticed some marks on my belly – you know, the kind of marks you get when you’ve worn jeans to a three-course pub meal and you can’t wait to take them off. The kind that temporarily appear because your waistband doesn’t have much stretch and now, after a large pudding, your clothes are screaming to get off your body.


The thing is, I took a shower and those marks didn’t seem to fade. I remember wiping the mirror with my towel (I had definitely spent far too long in the shower and now the whole room was steamed up), feeling confused as to why there were deep cherry marks on my belly that simply didn’t wash off.
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It took a while for the penny to drop that they were stretch marks. The problem is I had never seen these marks on any of my girlfriends, on any celebrities, actresses or even on my mum. Stretch marks were for pregnant women only, surely? I literally hadn’t seen them anywhere online or on screen.


When it hit me that this was the only explanation, I remember the panic, the absolute fear that I had wrecked my body for life. I was devastated. This was my fault; I had ruined myself. My partner was not going to find me attractive any more. I would need to hide these marks with high-waisted knickers and tights and not let him see me naked until I could get rid of them. Imagine that. Imagine thinking you had ruined your body by simply growing?




‘Imagine thinking you had ruined your body by simply growing?’





I spent all the money I could on products to try to fix the marks and oils to reduce the redness, which together came to nearly the cost of my food shop for the week. And of course, none of it made any difference.


I wish I could go back and tell my younger self that stretch marks and other such skin changes are a part of growth; our bodies change and this is totally normal. I wish I could have told my younger self that the cherry marks would die down and turn into an electric silver colour, that they would be my lightning bolts, my tiger stripes, and that they would carry me on my journey to self-discovery.


‘I now see my stretch marks as my roots that have grown into a tree of life.’
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I wish I could have told myself that high-street retailers would eventually start creating more stylish plus-size collections, that they would start to use actual full-figured models on their websites and that there would be a defining moment when they also would stop editing out stretch marks, cellulite and skin textures. That this change would go across the whole board from the petite sizing to the plus-size range. We would see smaller models with cellulite and stretch marks and we would witness how this would go viral online, helping to normalize all types of bodies.




‘Nothing is ever truly broken and there is always beauty in the imperfect.’





I wish I could have told myself that ten years later I would be appearing on a television programme promoting positive body image, painting my and other women’s stretch marks with gold paint. That I would be telling the other women that in Japan, when a piece of pottery is broken, they still see its beauty and they repair the item with powdered gold. They believe nothing is ever truly broken and there is always beauty in the imperfect. I wish I had known that by doing this I would be helping someone through their own journey of rediscovery so that they didn’t sit in darkness like I had done. To feel someone’s energy change and blossom purely by showing them positive representation was deeply gratifying. One woman said to me, ‘I now see my stretch marks as my roots that have grown into a tree of life’ – something that I will never forget.


I wish I could have told myself that it’s normal to get stretch marks and it doesn’t only happen when you put on weight, but also when you lose it. Men also get them and some pretty fit men, too. Have you seen those hench men at the gym pulling weights? Have you seen the stretch marks on their arms and legs where their bodies have built muscle? Their stretch marks don’t seem to appear to be so unattractive, but on myself as a woman I felt like I was faulty.


Are there products advertised for men to help fade stretch marks, or are they only advertised to pregnant women? I remember feeling pretty embarrassed buying pregnancy stretch-mark cream in the pharmacy when in fact I was just curvy and not, in fact, with child.


My clothes were my shield


Noticing my stretch marks definitely had a big knock-on effect on my confidence. There they were, every time I caught a glimpse of my stomach, reminding me of how I was different to everyone else (or that’s how it seemed to me back then). Marked out, literally.


Most of my friends at that time were a lot smaller than me. I was the only one with stretch marks and I hid them very well. I would wear 1950s’ petticoats, printed tees, studded leather jackets and have my hair in a beehive, looking like I had walked straight from the set of the John Waters film, Cry Baby. If you haven’t seen it, it’s like the punk version of Grease with a young Johnny Depp as the lead and Iggy Pop as his uncle.
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I have to admit I was still using clothing as an armour, like I did growing up in my hometown, but now I felt I had more to hide.


My confidence changed as the layers began to peel off once I was living in London properly as a young adult. The city was diverse, it was full of culture and at last I could say goodbye to the small hometown mentality that was holding me back. There were people here in London who looked like me; they were also finding their own identity and I didn’t have to prove my worth to them. I found a group of badass plus-size humans who made me feel like I wasn’t an outsider. We supported each other, we hyped each other up and we partied together like there was no tomorrow.


My self-love really grew when I was catapulted into the plus-size modelling scene in 2011 with no clue as to why I was there. I definitely did not predict how it would turn into a multi-billion-pound industry just a few years later.




‘It was the pressure from society, the pressure to be smaller than I actually was.’





You know what is so funny? I’m going to tell you a story here about how I started as a plus-size model and what mistakes I made, purely because I was embarrassed about my size and confused as to how I had managed to get myself in front of the camera in the first place.


I lied on my first-ever modelling job because I was ashamed about my size and I didn’t understand why I was in this position, shooting with such a prestigious photographer. It’s actually quite sad looking back on it now. To be honest, it wasn’t really my own thoughts that made me create those lies; it was the pressure from society, the pressure to be smaller than I actually was. Because I knew that was deemed by many to be more desirable.



Beginning my journey


I’ll start from the beginning.


My name is Felicity Hayward: I have no middle name as apparently there are already enough syllables in my name. I’m from a small English market town called Bury St Edmunds in Suffolk.


Believe it or not, I’m not naturally blonde and I started dyeing my hair at home (very badly) when I was 14. Around the same time I cut my hair into a mullet as I wanted to look like Rod Stewart; although I loved old-school Hollywood glamour, my style icon always has been, and always will be, Rod.


I moved to London when I was 17 and, at 18, I started studying photography at university. I’ve always been interested in documenting moments; my grandad Geoff was never without a camera when I was younger and saw himself as a bit of a professional, playing with exposures and different film techniques, so I guess that’s where my love for the arts came from.




‘I’ve always been interested in documenting moments.’





I enjoyed my time at university, but didn’t find my course or the people on it very inspiring. I got a part-time job at a factory processing textile waste (you know, the contents of those recycling bins you might see around your area where you dump your unwanted wardrobe). The job was to sort the items and source vintage clothing that could be rescued and resold. This led to me running a vintage store in Brick Lane, East London.
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There was a moment at that factory that changed my whole view on photography. When we were working on the factory belt, the machinery would offload the huge recycling tanks and we would rummage through pieces, picking out the good items based on their material and labels. Often, though, people would throw their waste into these bins, too. It was pretty disgusting at times and I don’t even want to mention half the things we would see, but if there was ever any paper or plastic coming through it would be thrown into the bins underneath. One morning this battered burgundy photo album came along the belt and inside was just one photo, a sepia 1940s’ postcard of the most beautiful woman. I was in awe of her. My mind began to fill with stories about who this person was, the life she had led and why this photo had been dumped in the rubbish.
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I then began my journey of collecting old imagery that had been thrown out or lost, and I created my own version of the lost family album and incorporated this into my university work. I fell back in love with photography again, but this time I decided to stop taking new images. After all, why take any more photographs when there are so many beautiful pieces of history that already exist and should be restored?




‘Old photos held a particular resonance for my family.’





Old photos held a particular resonance for my family. My auntie Maxine had passed away when she was three years old and the loss had devastated my grandparents. She was their first-born and all their photographs of her had been kept locked in the attic for decades. Even my mum hadn’t seen them. I didn’t want the time for us to see these images as a family to be when some people were no longer with us, so during my degree I made it my mission to create a safe environment that would allow my nan to see the importance of family history. It was a piece of immersive art, if you like. For our second-year university show I didn’t opt for a prints-on-the-wall style exhibition. Instead I had a model dressed in 1940s’ attire, in a space decorated just as I imagined my nan’s living room was when she was growing up, full of vintage trinkets, post-war homeware and an old record player playing Frank Sinatra songs. The model was wearing a dress made from fabric printed with the sepia image of the beautiful woman I found in the factory, and she was hanging up old family images on the wall.


‘A photo is essentially a poem in an image.’


[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]


My mother and auntie brought my nan to the exhibition. She sat there in the interactive space, looking at all these lost images from family albums from all over the world and without any of us asking she said, ‘I understand. I’m ready. I’ll get the photos down from the attic.’ This was a really beautiful moment for our family and one we will cherish forever. We got the stories direct from our grandparents; a few weeks later the albums were in their living room, we were all sitting cross-legged on the floor and our grandad instantly turned into the showman he once was (he was a commentator for motorbike racing in the 1950s) and began cranking the lever on the old slide projector, explaining every image to us all in great theatrical detail. It was truly amazing.




‘Every picture tells a story.’





The reason I am telling you all this is because these events really made me dig deeper into my understanding of why we take photographs and document memories and how important these images are. In a time before everything was digital, photographic prints were the only real physical objects we could keep to cherish and use to look back on times that brought us joy. They had a real presence and power. In the words of Rod Stewart (I knew I would get to mention him in the book more than once) – taken from one of my favourite songs that my dad and I would sing to each other (counting the 23 times Rod uses the phrase) – ‘Every Picture Tells A Story’.


That is nothing but the truth. Photography is a form of storytelling; a photo is essentially a poem in an image. I wanted my university work to keep pushing this narrative and idea. Little did I know that my future would still involve the camera so many years down the line, but instead of being behind the lens creating a story, I would be in front of it explaining my own journey. At first this was not done so much with words, but simply the size of my body itself would do all the talking. I now know this is a powerful way to get a message across.
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