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To all the women who refuse to make themselves

small in a world determined to shrink us –

thank you.
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Introduction

Imagine a world where we were never taught to make ourselves small.

In that world, we get to hold onto the wonder and appreciation for our bodies that we had when we were born. There is no diet culture, no exclusionary beauty standards to convince us that our appearance is wrong. We would spend our days moving our bodies freely and unapologetically through public space, embracing our natural form.

We would be free of the male gaze, and all the ways it weighs us down. What if we were never convinced to look for validation in places outside of ourselves? Imagine if we really knew our worth, and didn’t stay in relationships or situations where it wasn’t recognised. We wouldn’t be waiting for romantic love to save us; we would be romancing ourselves. We could shake off the sexual shame that our patriarchal culture has burdened us with for so long. We would be free to explore safely, getting to know ourselves – deeply and intimately – in every way.

In another world, we respect that people are all different, and there would be no uniform life path. Everyone would be entitled to make their own choices without comparison or pressure, and we wouldn’t reduce people’s value to ‘output’ and how productive or wealthy they are. We would exist authentically and build unshakeable self-esteem. We wouldn’t abandon ourselves when someone doesn’t like us because we would like ourselves first. In fact, we would love ourselves fiercely, and treat ourselves as such.

That’s the world I want for us, one where we can be our biggest selves. Although I recognise that it’s a long way from where we are right now.

In this world, we have been making ourselves small for most of our lives: shrinking our bodies to chase impossible ideals, suppressing our needs to not burden other people, apologising too much and accepting less than we deserve. We’ve stayed where our value isn’t appreciated, felt shame for our natural desires, forced ourselves into expectations that don’t fit us, and allowed other people to define who we are. 

None of this has been our fault – we’ve adapted to survive in our surroundings. We’ve been navigating systems that weren’t designed with us in mind, and absorbing endless cultural messages that do more harm than we realise. Of course, we make ourselves small, it’s the only way we believe we’re allowed to be. How would we even begin to learn something different or change the way we feel? 

I’m not going to pretend that I have all the answers. This isn’t a step-by-step guide to help you miraculously become your boldest, most authentic self. But it is an invitation to come with me and explore some of the places where parts of us were lost, taken or given away. Maybe, we can take them back. Maybe we can give ourselves permission to be just a little bit bigger, a little less apologetic, a little more fully ourselves.

As I’m sure is the case for many of you reading this, the first part of myself that I was convinced to turn against was my body. It took twenty years of moving through various stages of shame and disorder before I would come anywhere close to reclaiming her. If you’ve read my first book, Body Positive Power, you’ll know everything I had to unlearn to get here. I’m starting with the body once again because I don’t think I’m alone in losing her first. I think that reclaiming the vessel we live in lays the groundwork for taking back so much more.

I’ve written about my personal experience of navigating womanhood within patriarchy, so a lot of the language is gendered. However, if your identity is different to mine and you still relate to what’s in these pages, you are of course welcome here. Our experience is expansive and there’s room for us all. 

Even though I want us to feel empowered to be our biggest selves, I recognise the limitations of focusing on the self. Unfortunately (for now) we still have to exist within the same systems that made us small, and that’s what truly needs to change. But I do believe there’s value in starting with us. We might not change the whole world, but we can change our worlds – and every change has to start somewhere. 

We deserve to reclaim everything that’s rightfully ours: our bodies, our hearts, our sexuality, our lives, our whole selves. We never should have been taught to make ourselves small. It’s time we come home to ourselves, and realise that we were always meant to be more.
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BODY

Once upon a time we worshipped the impossible…

Whatever ratio of waist to hip was ‘in’,

We spent lifetimes gazing at pinched and 

stretched pages,

And closed our legs mouths to stay free from sin.

We frankensteined a new dream with every season:

Those legs, their arms, this nose, that arse,

Thankfully the gurus promising to stitch us together accepted all major credit cards.

The memories of spinning in golden fields somehow were stripped from our minds,

We moved only for results, in windowless grey rooms, 

Before apologising for the sweat left behind.

We turned mirrors into microscopes and carved 
out flaws,

Prayed to win the morning weigh-in like a lottery being drawn.

We passed billboards that called us failures and went about our day,

Twisted and squeezed when they looked and learned to shrink under their gaze.

When headlines screamed “you can do it, too!”, 

We held now between our fingers and let it slip through.


And it wasn’t just our own flesh we held together 
with shame,

Everybody needs a scapegoat; another body to blame.

We turned our flowers into weeds where they 

naturally grew,

Swallowed wants, abandoned needs – don’t mean to bother // – didn’t mean to

Overlaid every image with cartoon eyes, unreal skin,

Compared ourselves to lies and forgeries and

Made enemies out of kin

At the end of it all when we were smaller than 
small with

Canyons between ourselves and the shells we live in

We looked up to realise: it was never enough

There was never a prize of perfect beauty to win.

Shall we begin the unlearning? We trembled to ask,

Clinging tight to how we’ve always been…

But something like hunger, raised from our depths

Has finally awoken to every lie we’ve seen.

So we unstitch with rage and say yes to flavour,

We laugh when they come to sell the next cure,

The numbers are banished, the competition called off,

We refuse to keep making ourselves small.

With tender regret we tend to our wounds:

The wasted years and flesh full of thorns,

We soothe, we feed, we move, we forgive,

We come home to ourselves, reborn.

Here is our shelter. Here is our guide. Here is 
our vehicle

For the rest of our lives these bodies are ours and 

We are theirs and there is no greater miracle

That could ever be asked for. 





Thin

The nights would always be the same.

Homework finished, dinner dissected as Nickelodeon filled the living room, a bedtime ritual of cleaning teeth and choosing a Beanie Baby to sleep next to before climbing into well-worn floral sheets. Then it was only me, my imagination, and the place we would go each evening.

Eyes closed, night light humming in the background, I would force a vision of my future self into the space of my mind: how I would look in fifteen years’ time, after I’d left adolescence behind.

She was tall, with long shining limbs that cut gracefully through the air, always poised and ready. She was stylish – the best of Barbie’s wardrobe in real size, effortlessly cool. She had a dazzling smile and bright sparkling eyes – blue, usually. Her satin hair bounced breezily down her shoulders, a stray golden wave brushing a ­collarbone. Her hips swayed with the natural step of the heels she wore every day. Her lips were glossed. Her lashes coated. She was a picture-perfect model of what my womanhood could be.

In case it isn’t clear, above everything else, in a realm of importance all its own: she was thin. Thinner than my soft and solid childhood body had ever allowed me to be. 


The projection wasn’t based on how I might realistically look when I grew up – the blonde hair and blue eyes of the fantasy clashed with the dark features I’d inherited from my Afro-Caribbean father. Nobody in the family was particularly tall, either. It was a vision pieced together from countless images of culturally confirmed beauty: cover girls and popstars and plastic dolls. My future self was two parts Christina Aguilera and one part Rachel Green, with a sprinkling of Britney for good measure.

I willed her to life every night, vowing that I would do whatever I had to do to become her. It was non-negotiable – I would be thin, and beautiful, and there was no other option to consider, not if I wanted the life that goes along with being thin and beautiful.

In that life, I would be popular. Friends would flock to my side, ask for my advice, invite me places, be there all the time. I would be successful – floating through any doors that held opportunity inside, naturally finding the spotlight, gliding into the glamourous life. I would be desired – showered with attention, worshipped by men, fairytale romances one after the other. And, of course, I would be happy. Happy like they all were, always smiling, always having adventures, always wanted for something or by someone. 

Life happened to the thin and beautiful, and I wanted life to happen to me. The only thing getting in the way was my body, and how ugly and wrong it seemed to be. I would have to change it all: my hair, my legs, my stomach, my face. They can do anything with plastic surgery these days, my eight-year-old brain surmised each night, as we drifted into a wishful sleep.


In the meantime, I could start on the biggest problem myself. I knew how to do it – I’d read the diet articles that listed ‘good’ and ‘bad’ foods, I’d seen the numbers on the side of all the packets, I’d heard the conversations about the best ways to lose weight, I knew how to use the bathroom scales. I could eat less. I had the will power. I would make my body smaller. I had to. 

It was non-negotiable.

* * *

When I tell people how young I was when I first started feeling like my body was wrong (five years old, primary school, I was the only chubby mixed-race girl in the class), they’re usually shocked. How could a child of that age be aware of these things? I tell them, with a resigned shrug of my shoulders, that it’s more common than you might think.

A study by the University of Castilla-La Mancha suggests that more than half of girls aged three to six years old are dissatisfied with their body and are showing signs of wanting to be thinner.1 In the UK, Common Sense Media reported that 80% of ten-year-old girls have been on a diet.2 We learn, as soon as we’re old enough to start absorbing the messages and images of our culture, that a smaller body is a better body. The messages and images are everywhere. 

Our fairytale heroines and favourite dolls are thin.

I remember gazing into the crystal blue of Cinderella’s gown, fantasising about one day looking as elegant, as delicate as she did. Pocahontas was the closest thing I had to representation as a little girl with light brown skin, but she was so lean, so lithe, limbs scaling clifftops effortlessly, waist mesmerizingly cinched. I dreamed of having a waist so small…

When the waist-to-hip ratio of eleven popular Disney princesses was measured in a 2019 study, the researchers reached an average figure of 0.535 – meaning that the princesses’ waist measurements are almost half the size of their hips and according to the authors of the study ‘nearly impossible to achieve naturally’.3 The World Health Organisation estimates a ‘moderate’ waist-to-hip ratio for women to be around 0.85.4 We are idolising the impossible before we’re old enough to know it.

The messages we absorb don’t only teach us to see thinness as desirable, they teach us to see fatness as the worst possible physical trait.

Whilst the princesses and their unobtainable proportions are associated with goodness, virtue and happily-ever-afters, the prevalence of plus-size villains (think: Ursula in The Little Mermaid, the Queen of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland), aligns having a larger body with unhappiness, lack of morals, evil. Fatphobia starts to seep in early. 

In 2016, Mattel made headlines for releasing a new, more diverse range of Barbie dolls, with three new body types including ‘curvy’. It was a long overdue step in the right direction, given the measurements of the original Barbie are so unrealistic that when blown up to life-size, the doll would fit the weight criteria for an anorexia diagnosis and would have to walk on all fours, being unable to support her own proportions standing up.5 Curvy Barbie is at least slightly more realistic, coming in at a UK size 6/8 (US size 2/4 or EU size 34/36). Original Barbie is a UK size 2 (US size 00 or EU size 30). 

When girls were presented with the full range of Barbies – original, tall, petite and curvy – and asked to assign positive or negative traits to the dolls in one 2019 study, they were much more likely to have negative attitudes towards the curvy doll – she was also the one they were least interested in playing with.6 The title of the study reads “You can buy a child a Curvy Barbie doll, but you can’t make her like it” – not when she’s already internalised the thin ideal from the cultural messaging all around her.

Our leading ladies and main characters are thin.

I grew up watching the women of Friends shrink with each season. My tween Disney idols – Demi Lovato, Miley Cyrus, Vanessa Hudgens, Lindsay Lohan – all embodied an ideal that seemed to get smaller and smaller with each movie (many of them have since spoken out about eating disorders, body image issues and struggles with mental health throughout their careers). In the realm of reality TV, judges on America’s Next Top Model were labelling slim models as plus size and shows like What Not to Wear, Supersize Vs Superskinny and The Biggest Loser were built on body shaming and fatphobia.

During my adolescence, the on-screen presence of the thin ideal was relentless. Sex and the City, 90210, Gossip Girl, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Desperate Housewives, The O.C. and beyond all reinforced the narrative that only women below a UK size 10 (US size 6/EU size 38) were worthy of primetime storylines, and Hollywood movies weren’t any better. When fat characters were present, they were most likely being played by thin actors wearing a fat suit as a comedic device: Courtney Cox as Fat Monica, Gwyneth Paltrow in Shallow Hal, Eddie Murphy in The Nutty Professor. 

Sure, we were offered Bridget Jones and Ugly Betty as more relatable on-screen heroines, but neither Renée Zellweger nor America Ferrera deviated too far from the ideal. Bridget is a UK size 12 (US size 8/EU size 40) who is obsessed with losing weight. Betty isn’t that much bigger than her fatphobic co-workers who ridicule her size, style and eating habits in nearly every episode. The way these women were framed as falling miles outside the beauty standard perfectly captures how brainwashed we all were by the thin ideal.

The 90s and 2000s were particularly poisonous to our collective body image. The rise of gossip blogs brought a boom in our obsession with celebrity culture. Magazines were saturated with articles on the ever-shrinking bodies of our favourite starlets and exactly how many almonds they eat to maintain their figure. Red circles of shame were blazoned across the legs and stomachs and arms of any celebrity who failed to look like an airbrushed front cover as they went about their daily life. 

The fashion world was still worshipping heroin chic and the diet industry was more shameless than ever, selling us meal plans that revolved around bowls of cereal, juice fasts and cayenne pepper cleanses (which were all just semi-starvation, rebranded). That era was a breeding ground for body hatred and disordered eating – it’s miraculous that any of us made it out unscathed (but then again, maybe we didn’t). Still, we were not the first generation to be affected by the thin ideal.


Our mothers and grandmothers wanted to be thin, too.

Studies have shown that the way mothers talk about bodies, food and weight has a major impact on their daughter’s body image and relationship with food.7 Our mothers are usually our first role models – we look to them as an example, we listen and trust what they say, we mimic the things they do. Our mothers have the power to teach us how to treat ourselves and our bodies based on how they treat their own.

When our mother stands in front of the mirror and picks her reflection to pieces, we learn to look out for the same supposed ‘flaws’ in ourselves. When our mothers go on crash diets and restrict their eating around us, we learn to monitor our own food intake as well. When our mothers openly criticise how other people look, commenting negatively on the appearance of celebrities or passersby in the street, we learn that body shaming is okay. And when our mothers criticise us, our bodies and what we eat, it can be the start of lifelong insecurities. 

Even though it’s easy to point the finger at our mothers’ behaviour and blame them for the damage done to our self-esteem (and absolutely, accountability should be taken), we also have to hold onto enough empathy to realise that they, too, are products of their environment. And most of them were only ever doing as they were taught. 

Our mothers grew up in their own era of diet culture and unrealistic body standards – whether it was the inception of Weight Watchers in the 1960s when Twiggy dominated magazine covers, the resurgence of the grapefruit diet in the 1970s when the body ideal was toned, bronzed and busty, or the low-fat-crazed, spandex-clad 1980s. Our mothers, and their mothers, and their mothers before have been conditioned to see bodies and beauty a certain way. And they have passed the lessons down through generations, many of them believing that pursuing thinness isn’t only about appearance, but about health, as well.

So much of what we’re taught about health and well-being is based on weight before anything else.

The first time I ever defied the authority of a teacher was the day we were lined up in primary school and told that we would all be weighed and measured in order to calculate our BMIs. Supposedly, this would help us find out whether we were healthy. I refused to take part – already hyper-aware that I was larger than my classmates and sure that the shame of having it confirmed would be unbearable. 

This was before the UK’s National Child Measurement Programme officially launched in 2006, which sees children in reception (ages 4-5) and Year 6 (ages 10-11) weighed and measured once a year in order to collect data on weight trends in children and also advise parents on the BMI category of their child. The Office for Health Improvement and Disparities has continued the programme despite evidence that weighing kids in school can lead to negative mental health outcomes, increased body image issues, and the fact that BMI itself is a flawed, outdated and inaccurate way of measuring an individual’s health (especially for children).8 In the US, approximately half of schools record the BMI of their students.9

There are countless public health campaigns that focus solely on weight, and that frame fatness as an individual failing, rather than recognising the complex and varied factors that contribute to someone’s body size, plus decades worth of evidence showing that health is far more complicated than weight and weight alone.10 We are taught that health comes in one size and one size only – no exceptions, no variables. The message is reinforced in our classrooms, by medical professionals, on billboards and on the front pages of newspapers with shocking (misleading) headlines. 

Rather than making us healthier, focusing purely on weight and shaming people who fall outside the lines only contributes to weight stigma and pulls focus away from the behavioural and societal changes that would lead to better health for all of us. Like improved lessons on nutrition and a more regulated food industry. Encouragement to move more and better access to community spaces where exercise is possible. Normalised self-care practices and funding put into mental health services.

But instead of a holistic, weight-neutral approach to health, all we’re told is that fat is bad and thin is good, which fits perfectly with everything else we’re shown…

So, when people wonder how little girls get the idea that they need to make their bodies smaller in order to be good enough, all they really need to do is look around at the never-ending number of possible reasons, and take their pick. 

* * *

I have made my body smaller many times throughout my life. 


I have done all the diets, bought the miracle pills, sweated through boot camps, attended weight-loss groups. I have tried hypnosis, strapped gadgets around my waist, eaten in front of the mirror, weighed myself five times a day. 

With each brief attainment of a body closer to the thin ideal, I have waited for the promise of what is supposed to follow: the happiness, the self-love, the days bursting with excitement and opportunity – everything better than it was before.

Each time, without fail, making my body smaller has only ever made my life smaller along with it. 

Instead of adventure and spontaneity, there has been monotonous routine: mind-numbingly repetitive workouts and the same diet-approved foods again and again. The meal plan takes priority over everything – over going out, seeing friends, planning trips, learning new skills. By the time I’ve hit the goal weight, entire seasons have passed. It took years to realise that life was already happening, and I didn’t need to make my body smaller before I was allowed to live it.

Rather than looking in the mirror and finally loving what I saw, there was always another part of my body to zoom in on and find a flaw. There was always another five pounds to lose, another soft part to tone, another bump to smooth. Making our bodies smaller doesn’t automatically cure our body image – that has less to do with how we look and more to do with how we’ve been taught to see ourselves.

As for happiness – the goal that underpins everything that diet culture sells – it was never hiding in the bathroom scales. The inconvenient truth is that no singular end-point ever results in blissful, ever-lasting joy. Happiness isn’t hanging on to show itself until after you get promoted, or find a partner, or afford a new car, or lose weight. The possibility of happiness is here, in the body you already have – if you allow yourself the chance to feel it. 

Making my body smaller never made my life any bigger, and I should have known that it doesn’t work that way. Because I’d already seen how small life gets when you chase thinness as far as it can go.

When I was fourteen, I nearly chased thinness straight to my grave. The body hatred and early adoption of dieting from my childhood years latched onto something in my brain and the need to restrict got more and more intense every day. The numbers took over everything, my mind frantically calculating from morning until night. 

A voice moved into my head that didn’t sound like mine, but she told me exactly what to do: how much food to avoid, how many laps to run, what we needed the scale to say on our next weigh-in. The longer I followed the instructions that my eating disorder gave, the more impossible it felt to do anything else. 

When people tried to tell me that I wasn’t okay, I didn’t believe them. When my clothes started hanging from my frame, I thought they must have gotten bigger in the wash. When I was pulled out of school, I didn’t understand what the big deal was. When I was hospitalised, I thought everyone else had it wrong. I just needed to be smaller. 

But there was no small enough. I couldn’t see myself clearly – to this day I have no memory of how my reflection actually looked in the mirror, just a few photographs of a skeletal girl that I don’t remember seeing at the time. 


The numbers just had to keep going down, that’s what the voice said. I had to have more will power, work harder, stay in control. But the feeling of control that an eating disorder offers is only an illusion – once a mental illness is dictating your every decision, you are completely out of control, and the only way to regain some of it, is to start fighting back. 

Recovery was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I clawed my way through it, railing against every offer of support, relapsing and starting again, so disgusted with my changing body that I covered every mirror in the house. I went back into the world unhealed but desperate to live again, and there it all was: the toxic diet culture, the impossible beauty standards, the normalised disordered eating that was all there before. Just part of everyday life. I sank back into it like a bed made of spikes, and carried on striving for the perfect, thin body. 

I didn’t stop until years later, when I finally realised that all of it was a lie. 

Every promise of what the ideal body brings is just a marketing scheme: a fantasy sold to us by the biggest industries in the world to keep us buying whatever they’re selling next.

Every ideal body is just the latest iteration of a manmade standard that changes by the decade – not an undebatable truth about how we all should be.

Every summer spent inside, every night spent hungry, every pay cheque spent on miracle cures, every bit of energy spent counting – all of it was wasted. We could have been doing so much more, if only we hadn’t been taught that our ultimate goal in life should be making our bodies small.


I harnessed every bit of rage I could muster on behalf of my younger self, who never should have gone through childhood wishing parts of herself away, and decided that it was time to learn something different. It was time to leave the thin ideal behind, and see how big life could really be.

* * *

It’s been ten years since I stopped trying to make my body smaller.

Ten years without going on a diet. Ten years without weighing myself. Ten years of eating intuitively, moving for joy and making peace with this body, however she looks.

I’ve watched the beauty standard change over time, each new trend bringing a host of treatments and products sold as solutions to our unhappiness. I’ve seen the diet industry morph into slightly different forms, co-opting the language of wellness, self-love and even body liberation to sell the same old weight-loss plans. I’ve witnessed how social media has amplified it all: the impossibility of the ideal, the pressure to change ourselves, how easy it is to manipulate images and compare ourselves to what isn’t real.

But I’ve also watched as body positivity has forced its way into mainstream consciousness. I’ve seen more and more people rejecting diet culture, recognising fatphobia and embracing body neutrality. I’ve witnessed a rise in representation that I only could have dreamed of before: plus-size main characters with interests outside of losing weight, eating disorder stories that are accurate and sensitively told, thousands of bodies that defy the thin, white, non-disabled, cisgender standard that used to be all we got to see. At times, it’s felt gloriously hopeful – like the way things always should have been.

Recently though, there have been whispers that we might be going backwards. The current, surgically enhanced standard of beauty seems more prolific than ever and with the increased, widespread use of GLP-1s as a quick-fix weight-loss method, there’s been a resurgence of the thin ideal. The headlines have declared that body positivity is over, and thin is back in. 

I have watched, bracing myself to witness the damage that will be done to the next generation, knowing that none of this was ever supposed to be a trend.

Our size, the way we look, the way we feel about ourselves are not meant to be dictated by the changing tides of any industry or any power outside of us. Our bodies are not fashion statements or things to be remodelled on a whim – they are our homes, each uniquely and perfectly made to their own individual specification.

The idea that we’re all supposed to look the same might be the biggest lie of all. Body diversity has existed across all cultures at every point in history. Any standard of how we should be that erases our differences and tells us that there is only one way to be beautiful, happy or good enough is not a standard based in truth or positive intention – and it’s definitely not one worth following.

We are the ones who will inhabit these bodies for a lifetime. We get to decide that prioritising our peace within them is more important than whatever trend might come next. After all, trends can only exist if people are willing to follow them.

As for myself, I know that I will never betray my body again in order to fit an ideal that I was never made to fit. This body has carried me through every experience of my life. She has cared for me even when I’ve mistreated her. She has shown up every day despite what I’ve put her through. She has loved me even when I have hated her.

Yes, she is bigger and softer than I thought she would be when I used to go to bed dreaming of what we’d look like one day. But she is exactly the way she is meant to be. And I will do my best to accept her at every stage, throughout all her changes, regardless of whatever standard the world is shouting about next.

It’s me and her holding onto the peace that we’ve worked so hard for. That’s the new non-negotiable.






On Eating in Public

I’m sitting alone at the back of an afternoon sunlit diner. The air is warm and well spiced from the open kitchen, and all the booths are made of wood. I’ve ordered sabih: a whole pitta stuffed with aubergine, soft-boiled eggs, chopped fresh vegetables and pickled everything. A pathway of paprika is sprinkled on top and two bowls of sauce are sat alongside; one that looks like golden velvet and the other, deep green with herbs.

I’ve taken myself for lunch simply because I wanted to. My face is un-made-up and I’m wearing tracksuit bottoms with a pair of well-loved trainers. I looked the waiter in the eye when I walked in and now I’m gazing at my overflowing plate, wondering where to attack first.

I bite. It’s heaven.

My body responds with a gentle, see? I told you we were hungry!, and I demolish the first half of the pitta without looking up. Sticky sweet-savoury sauce slides down my fingers to my palms and for all I know, my face is covered … I don’t feel even the slightest bit self-conscious. I feel proud because I know exactly what it’s taken to get here; to be sat, unapologetically eating in public.

My brain flickers back over a decade of deprivation, of food diaries and morning weigh-ins. Zero-calorie substitutes and suppressed hunger pangs. Rooms filled with shame or praise depending on how much weight I’d lost or gained that week. Nights spent dreaming of running wild in the supermarket without consequence. Days spent burning and earning every bite. 

I remember way back, before food and what it could do to my body became something to fear. I remember when eating was okay:

I am five years old and my mum is baking a cake. It’s the weekend and these are my favourite days. I’m standing on a stool so that I can see over the counter, and I watch her expertly add the perfect amount of flour, eggs, butter and sugar, a splash of vanilla and a pinch of salt. I wait, eyes wide and taste-buds trembling. 

She mixes it all together without needing to check a recipe, and pours the thick, glossy goodness into a waiting baking tin. The best part: she lovingly hands me the whisk, and gives me permission to take it away. I climb down and find a comfortable place to savour my treasure, licking the liquid gold off each spoke as the house fills with the warm scent of sweetness on a Saturday afternoon.

I am six years old and we are visiting my grandparents in their sleepy town where the air smells like salt and we’re allowed to stay up later than usual. We’ve spent the evening at the arcades, sliding copper coins into well-worn slots and praying that a silver claw might deliver us a new fluffy friend. We walk back through the winding streets, past the playground, giddy from being awake at the same time as the street lights.

We wait to be told that it’s time for bed, but our bodies are telling us something else: it’s been hours since we last ate and we’ve run our energy stores empty. My Nan emerges from the kitchen with a plate piled with savoury biscuits and uniform slices of cheese. We sit on the faded carpet and devour our bonus dinner, tired and over-stimulated and completely satisfied. 

I am seven years old and summer lasts forever. The days are filled with paintbrushes and Polly Pockets, broken up with pops to the shop or the post office. Every few days our mum disappears for the late afternoon hours, carrying trowels, nets and other grown-up gardening things. We wait for our time to be invited, once her hard work has grown into something we can harvest.

We march up to the communal gardens with buckets in-hand, bouncing with the anticipation of what might be waiting. There, we find rows of carefully tended plants, coming alive with brightly ripe fruit – strawberries, plums and raspberries overflowing. For every berry I place in a punnet, I put another straight in my mouth. We spend the golden hours like this, tongues turning red, bellies full of love.

I have tried to pin down one particular moment when my relationship with food changed, when the joy became shame and the numbers became everything. But it’s difficult to point to one molecule of water when you’re swimming in an ocean. 

Maybe the first droplet came from overheard small talk where certain foods were referred to as ‘sinful’, ‘naughty’ or ‘bad’, as if your ability to resist them determines how good of a person you are. It could have been the TV adverts selling low-fat yoghurt and zero-calorie soft drinks as a way to repent for the sin of indulging your hunger. Or perhaps it was how frequently and casually the idea of burning off whatever you’ve eaten was mentioned in everyday conversation. 

Whatever the first moment was, it was followed by thousands more, ever-present and never questioned. We have grown up within diet culture, and it poisons our relationship with food before we’re old enough to even truly understand the impact of the messages we consume. We’re left obsessed with what we’re eating, hyper-critical of how our bodies look, and filled with shame.

When this is the water we’re swimming in, is it any wonder that we carry such complicated feelings when it comes to food?

* * *

When I was eight years old, I had a friend called Erin who I always hoped would invite me over after school. She lived in a terraced house with faded brown carpet and a small fish tank that sat buzzing in the corner of the living room. I’d bring over my fuzzy Sylvanian Family toys and we’d spend hours on the floor building worlds where a small badger and a china doll became best pals, and saved all the other animals from near-constant tornados. 

We usually had fish fingers for dinner with some shape of oven-cooked potato. We had a good time by ourselves, but every so often my friend’s teenage sister would inexplicably invite us, the children, to hang out with her in her lilac-coloured bedroom, where no conversation was off limits (especially the ones we probably shouldn’t have heard).


Of the handful of afternoons spent listening to ghost stories, period worries and who-said-what-about-who-at-school, the conversation I remember in the most vivid detail was about boys, and food, and what girls were supposed to do with both.

“Would you let him use tongues though?” my friend’s cousin asked, unashamed. The two older girls sat on the bed while we hovered below, pretending to be invested in our latest Sylvanian natural disaster. 

“Euh no, course not,” the sister replied, screwing up her face at something I didn’t understand.

“You would, wouldn’t you!” The cousin clambered across the bed and hit her with a pillow. We’d stopped pretending that we were doing anything other than listening to this brand-new information on tongues and what not to do with them. 

“Oi get off! I dunno, we’re just like… hanging out,” the sister said, as unbothered as she could sound.

“Nah, it’s a date. Where are you going?”

“Just to get some food.”

“Okay, you can’t eat on a date though.”

“Yeah…” she trailed off.

Over the next ten minutes, the cousin laid out everything she knew about how to make your date think that you were the perfect girl: dress nice but not, like, slutty. Shave everything, just in case. Take lip gloss. Don’t be desperate. Don’t talk about yourself and definitely don’t eat anything, unless you want him to think you’re a cow and get stuff all stuck in your teeth. 

I sat, cross-legged like a little sponge, absorbing. It wasn’t the only time I heard the rules about dating and (not) eating whilst growing up – I saw it in magazines, picked it up in sitcoms, watched friends abiding by each rule – but it was the first. And boy, did it stick. 

One of my first-ever real dates, at the age of seventeen, involved the terrifying act of eating food.

He was older, twenty-three with a grown-up job and a flat he shared with a roommate. I was meeting him after school and I’d panic-shaved my entire body in the cubicle of a department store toilet after realising I’d left home that morning looking like a teenage girl and not a slippery seal woman. Now, sitting in a booth with a wooden table between me and the man, I was too busy thinking about whether my stomach looked flat whilst sitting down to process any of the words on the menu in front of me.

When he asked what I wanted I went for the smallest, most date-safe option: a chicken wrap, no sides (after all, he had to walk all the way to the tills remembering the order – wouldn’t want to weigh him down with my wants).

The evening passed and I listened to him talk about himself while I smiled perfectly at all the most encouraging moments. He gave no indication of whether he found me attractive (we’d only interacted online before the date) and I felt my sweat patches slowly attempting to take over my upper half. 

Then, the food arrived. I took bites that a toothless toddler would’ve laughed at and left half. I couldn’t actually tell if I was hungry or not; I was completely detached from my body. It was like I’d left all of my physical needs packed away at home so that I could focus purely on my external appearance and whether he would approve of it. 


We left the restaurant and a November evening wind whipped at my bare legs and jacket-less shoulders (the coat didn’t go with the ’fit). He asked if I was cold and I said no. I could have been but who knows? I was too busy cursing Mother Nature for blowing my hair away from its assigned place: covering exactly a third of my face.

We went back to his and he asked if I’d like a drink. I said I’d have whatever he was having. He asked my opinion on what film we should watch. I didn’t have one. He tentatively and suggestively started to brush my arm with his hand and my brain lit up. 

This. This is being wanted. This is why we do everything else.

One half-hearted stroke and it all made sense.

This is why we detach from our hunger.

This is why we learn to have double-vision: one view looking out at the world and the other always perceiving how the world is looking at us.

This is why we sweat, and tweeze, and cry, and swallow down, and buy and buy and buy.

Being wanted – having our desirability validated – is where we’ve been taught to find our worth since forever. And fuck me, it feels good.

It feels like being told we got the answer right before anyone else. Like finding a flavour that reminds you of being young and in a foreign country and full of wonder. Like time doesn’t exist. It feels like everything might be okay.

And we can have that – the being wanted – as long as we’re willing to play by the rules; as long as we’re willing to be perfect…


It hits me, back in the diner (in my thirty-year-old body and brain) that the real reason why ‘perfect’ women don’t eat in public has little to do with sticky fingers or salad stuck in teeth. But because perfect women don’t have needs.

Perfect women, as defined by patriarchal standards, are hollow. They don’t need to order a side of garlic bread. They don’t need a coat even when it’s four degrees outside. They don’t need to voice their discomfort when they hear a questionable opinion. They don’t need emotional reassurance when something feels off. They don’t need to come when you have sex and they don’t need anything from you after. They don’t need. So if we want to be perfect, we learn to leave our needs at home and turn up, hollow, ready to be the version of ‘woman’ we’ve been primed to be since we sat in our friend’s sister’s bedroom, listening to the rules for the very first time. Hoping that if we play the game right, we’ll be wanted. And then everything might be okay…

The morning after that first date I did my part, as rehearsed. I salvaged my make-up in the early light of the bathroom mirror down the hall. I freshened up my ‘pits and baby wiped my lips. I slid, seal-like back into bed and positioned myself to appear as desirable as possible for when the man next to me woke up.
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