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'In An Apple a Day Emma comes across as brave, real and determined. I'm sure that in sharing her story many others will be encouraged to speak out from the stigma of this horrible illness and realise that there is a life worth living beyond calorie counts and scales. It is a battle worth fighting.' 




Grace Bowman, author of Thin 












'Thank you Emma, your courage and strength inspires me.' 





Times Online reader 












'I read your pieces in The Times and so enjoy them. You write very movingly and from the heart; not an easy thing to do.' 
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'Love your column… Read it religiously. Very positive. And brave.' 
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'Very few people understand the recovery process of anorexia. But one very special person who does is Emma Woolf... Admitting you have an eating disorder is a challenge. Letting those close to you know you have an 'issue' is another hurdle. But letting the whole nation into your life with a disorder that by definition is so isolating and secretive is just sheer courage.' 
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Introduction 









Everything is white, silent and cold. I haven't tasted chocolate for over ten years and now I'm walking down the street unwrapping a Kit Kat. I don't know which is stranger – this sudden fall of snow, blanketing London in stillness, or eating a bar of chocolate in public. It tastes amazing. 




  This moment may sound mundane but it represents a new food-frontier for me. It's a target I've set myself and it's taken me weeks to find the courage. This morning I woke early and knew it was time. So I bought a large takeaway coffee and the chocolate bar and walked alone in the snow, savouring every warm, melting mouthful. 




  How long is it exactly since I last ate chocolate? Put it this way, the last Kit Kat I bought was in paper and silver foil, not this hermetically-sealed wrapper. After an absence of more than a decade, it's clear that the world of chocolate has expanded – there are so many varieties on offer: mint and orange flavours, limited-edition peanut and caramel, even 'chunky' versions. 




  Remember when Kate Moss said, 'Nothing tastes as good as skinny feels'? She's wrong: chocolate does. 




  As I walk and eat and sip, I reflect on the challenge I set myself a few months back, in autumn, and the progress I've made. Even though it's nearly Christmas and I haven't bought a single present yet, I feel a weird sense of optimism. As this year draws to a close I have decided to put a lot of neuroses and regrets and sadness behind me; everybody gets hurt and makes mistakes, but life goes on. I have to get some extra pounds of weight under my belt; I want to make next year the year that everything changes. I'm going to stop looking back or worrying about the future. 




  There's no point dwelling on the past, but you can learn from it. Here are a few food-and-love-related lessons I've learnt in the past few months: 




 



Lesson 1: It's exciting to go outside your safety zone and try new foods. Who knew that M&S Super Wholefood Couscous would be so tasty? 



Lesson 2: Being healthy and happy are more important than your salary or career. 



Lesson 3: Loving someone else is fairly easy; it's allowing yourself to be fully loved which is hard. 



Lesson 4: Fat is not the enemy: olive oil, hummus and Brazil nuts give you shiny hair, not a fat bum. 


 


As this year ends I've been looking back and looking forward. But why do we make New Year's resolutions? Why should the coldest, darkest month of the year be a good time for change? I don't know, but something about the year ahead feels hopeful. For Christmas I'm giving myself a fresh start. This year I'm going to kick down my barriers and let Tom love me and take more risks. 




  Maybe it's as simple as this: I'm bored of anorexia. It's exhausting to fight yourself every minute of every day, and I'm tired of waging this one-woman battle against myself. I want to move on with my life; I want to have a baby. I'm bored of the anorexia trap. 




  As Tom is always telling me, 'If you just let go a little, life could be so sweet.' I know he's right. It's time to let go. 




  So, here's to letting go. This morning I received a handwritten letter from a woman who suffered from anorexia for fifty years. 




 



Everyone had told me I was too old for treatment but eventually I was referred to a young psychiatrist. Of course I had no faith in him and only continued because he didn't seem to mind me wasting his time. But to my amazement, after a while, it began to work… It took a lot of time and hard work, but we've managed to achieve something that to me, still seems nothing less than a miracle. At seventy-four years old, I can now eat perfectly normally – anything I want. I cannot describe the happiness of knowing that I am free to enjoy however many years I have left. 




 


Which just goes to show – it's never too late to start again. 




 


* * * 




 


But how did I reach this point? How did I get to the stage where I hadn't eaten chocolate for ten years? Why was it such an ordeal to eat in public? What had happened to make me so terrified of food? How had I caught this disease we call anorexia… and how was I ever going to recover? 




  There are lots of questions and many different answers. For me, it's been too long in this fight, and the only answer I want right now is the one about recovery: is it possible to beat anorexia, and will I be able to do it? After years of thinking about this and trying different strategies, I haven't found a solution. It's quite a struggle, I do know that. 




 


* * * 




 


I don't really know how it started. A diet which got out of control, a broken heart, perfectionism and shaky body image, faulty brain chemistry, pressure from society or the media or me? Probably all those reasons and others too – many of which I'm still trying to work out as I write. There's never a single reason: the causes of anorexia are numerous, complex and highly individual. What matters now is not how it started but how it ends. 




  Let me explain: I have an eating disorder and I can function fine on an apple a day. But it's been ten years and I'm starting to see that it's not fine at all. So, three months ago at the start of autumn, I set myself a challenge – the biggest challenge of my life: I decided that over the next year I'm going to overcome anorexia. I'm going to stop living on fruit and yogurt, and start eating normal food, like a normal person, in a normal way. I'm going to reach a healthy weight so that I'm fertile again. (I'm not going to freak out when my period returns, I'm going to celebrate.) I'm not going to starve myself any more; I'm going to be an adult and feed myself. I'm going to shop and cook and eat with the rest of the world. I'm going to find something even more addictive and compelling than hunger. I'm going to rejoin the human race; I'm going to take part. 




 



Fact number 1: I've just turned thirty-three. 



Fact number 2: I've wasted my twenties not recovering from anorexia. I will not waste my thirties. 



Fact number 3: All the therapy and drugs in the world won't cure you of anorexia. Over the years I've tried everything: counselling, psychoanalysis, medication, homeopathy, acupuncture. I've made countless promises to myself and others, and each time I've failed. There is no magic bullet. To beat anorexia you have to eat. 



Fact number 4: It's not about appearance. I don't think the skeletal look is remotely attractive. 


 


So what's it all about? I don't know, really... It's an addiction and a compulsion, a brain disorder and a crutch, your best friend and worst enemy, a fight between body and soul. Anorexia is an illness which takes on a life of its own, feeding on itself as you starve. It's a voice in your head which never, ever shuts up. 




  Just to clarify: I'm not sicksick any more. My low point, aged twenty-one, was five and a half stone (I'm now around seven and a half stone). I find it upsetting now to recall my lowest weight: I don't know how that fragile girl stayed alive every day. I remember that I was cold all the time, because I had no subcutaneous fat. The body finds it very hard to function without this natural thermal layer, without caloric heat or energy going in; as any anorexic will tell you, winter is terrifying. I remember that lots of things hurt: lying down at night was painful because my bones had no cushioning against the mattress; sitting down was painful because my tail bone dug into the chair; I was covered in bruises from the slightest knock. 




  But that was then, that was over ten years ago… Somehow I stayed out of hospital and got through my Oxford finals and got myself out of the danger zone. I've had a good career in publishing and journalism ever since. I bought my own flat in a trendy part of North London with not-too-noisy neighbours. I have a crazy but loving family – two brothers, two sisters, two parents and an ever-expanding troop of nephews and nieces. Two years ago I met Tom, my boyfriend (of whom much more later). 




  But here's the thing: I never actually got better. I put on some weight – enough that I don't get stared at in the street these days, enough that lying in bed isn't painful any more – but I never found a cure for the illness in my head. Anorexia is such a visible condition and people focus relentlessly on the body shape and weight of the sufferer. This leads to the common misconception that anorexia is about looking good – that sufferers are losing weight in order to attain the perfect body. 




  What bullshit. There's nothing less attractive than wasting away; no anorexic thinks they actually look sexy. You avoid interaction with others, and you fear human contact. You don't have the slightest desire for sex, or even for flirting, and you certainly don't want to flaunt your scrawny body. When you're staying alive on almost zero food you have no energy left over for the outside world, for fun or sex. I won't pretend that I didn't have sexual relationships when I was at my thinnest – I did, and anorexics do – but the feel-good hormones aren't really there. It's hard enough just thinking straight when you have so little fuel. 




  To me, the focus on body shape is misguided. For such a physical illness, anorexia has surprisingly little to do with external appearance. Of course it usually starts out that way, as a normal diet, but it quickly transmutes into an internal sickness. My experience of anorexia is of a profound disconnect between my body and my mind. The more weight I lost, the more I retreated into myself; I became a human husk, cold and isolated. I felt so brittle that I avoided hugs. 




  My rock bottom: dropping below six stone. Everything began to shut down. Oxford is 'on the clay' which means that it gets extremely cold in winter. The only thing which still functioned was my brain, just about, so I concentrated on my university degree. I spent hours in the Upper Reading Room of the Bodleian Library memorising vast chunks of the Old English set texts. When the outside world got too much, I locked myself in my college room writing essays on the metaphysical poets. I knew I had to focus on reading and writing and passing my finals before I lost my mental faculties too. 




  Friends at university were worried and they talked; first to my face and then behind my back. Call it defensiveness or pride, but I've always detested pity. I hate the feeling that people are 'concerned' about me: I'd rather be bitched about than pitied. But what do you say to someone who is fading away? Yes, I went to see doctors. I only had to step on the scales for them to make the diagnosis. As a teenager, I'd always been an average height and weight – at five foot six I weighed around nine, or nine and a half stone. So, by dropping to six stone and then lower, I more than fulfilled the strict medical criterion for anorexia: the loss of a third of your body weight. 




  In the end I just wanted everyone to leave me alone. 




  Anorexia is a frightening word. Of course I'd known I was sick long before any health professional used the term – I felt myself spiralling downwards, my body in free fall. What had started as a diet got way out of control. Quite quickly I found that I was struggling to eat anything at all. I would cut out certain food groups (all fats), then cut out specific foods, and then find ways to cut out more. (There never was a plateau, weirdly: even at the lowest food intake it always seemed possible to reduce it further.) Every time I put on my Levi's they were looser. I was losing weight at a rate of knots. I knew I was in serious trouble, sure. But it's a shock, nonetheless; something like the first time you hear the word 'cancer' or even 'alcoholic'… 




  On a personal level, let me tell you what the repeated use of that label does. It makes you sicker; it traps you in the condition. They have defined you as an anorexic, so you must be thin, right? From that point on, whenever you eat (even if it's just raw carrots) you feel like a fraud. If you were a proper anorexic, you wouldn't eat, that's what the voice inside your head tells you. 




  And even when you're getting better, the label is misleading: when you put on weight, you will be cured, right? The key to beating anorexia is to gain weight isn't it? Wrong, wrong, wrong. The illness is in my head, not on the scales or the size of my body. 




  Throughout this book, whenever I refer to weight – whether I've gained or lost – how much we're all supposed to weigh, a normal or abnormal body mass index (BMI), please remember this: anorexia is a mental illness. Gaining weight is the physical cure, of course, but it doesn't deal with the sickness. 




  Don't believe me? I know a woman who is nineteen stone, who still has anorexia. She has gained the weight back (and more) and this means that on strict medical criterion she is no longer defined as anorexic. But that's precisely the point. Mentally, she has never recovered from the disease. 




 


* * * 




 


More than ten years on from those skeletal Oxford days, I now have the confidence to say that I've haven't recovered either. I've remained underweight, hovering in the twilight zone. I look normal, but I haven't had my period for over a decade. (Writing that shocks me.) 




  The problem with this kind of 'functional' anorexia is that you can carry on forever – there's no talk of emergency measures, no hospitalisation or force-feeding. You seem OK, just thin. The recent vogue for 'managed anorexia' is alarming: managed anorexics are normal women, with careers, children, normal lives, who admit to being constantly, obsessively vigilant about what they eat in order to remain thin. The discussion of managed anorexia is often humorous in tone, flippant even, but there's nothing funny about semi-starvation. I believe that a lot of women are living like this, hungry all the time. 




  And at this level, just hovering in the underweight category on the BMI charts, the health risks are mostly invisible – amenorrhoea (loss of periods), infertility, depression, insomnia and osteopenia (the precursor to osteoporosis, severe loss of bone density). You can't see these things from the outside. No big deal, no crisis. 




  But of course it's a crisis, I know that. Every day that goes by now is another day wasted. 




  In the end it's about change, the paralysing fear of change. Anorexia keeps you frozen in its icy grip. The notion that life could be any different – that it could be better – becomes inconceivable. You forget how good it was to be normal. Worst of all, you come to believe that you prefer it this way. I've been trapped for too long. It's time to stop the madness. 




 


* * * 




 


So why now? It began in the autumn, after a conversation with my boyfriend Tom, when he said, 'There's one more thing I want you to promise me.' He looked more serious than I'd ever seen him. 'You have to stop running. And if we're serious about having a baby, you have to eat more.' Stop running and start eating, was he kidding? What did he think I was, Wonder Woman? Running is my lifesaver, my natural Prozac; it's the addiction which replaced cigarettes five years ago. 




  We were sitting in Starbucks in St Katharine Docks (the best Starbucks in London with its Palladian dome and secret top floor). The place was packed with secretaries and business men in suits, holding work meetings or catching up on gossip. We were tucked away at our favourite table in the corner. Stop running? I eyed my boyfriend sceptically over the rim of my grande decaf black Americano. 




  'I mean it Em, you're going to have to cut out the running. You've been avoiding this for way too long.' He looked at me and I looked back and neither of us said a word. This was an ultimatum of sorts, we both knew that. 




  And Tom wasn't telling me anything new: I've known for years that my lifestyle is unsustainable. Getting up at 6 a.m. and running four or five miles on nothing but a double espresso, burning up fuel (and fat and muscle) which I simply don't have to spare. I was out there pounding the pavements every morning without fail, rain or shine; I was running myself into the ground. I could carry on that way forever, but there'd be no chance of having a baby. Yes, I understood that. 




  Tom reached across and took my hand, softening the tension in the air. 'I know you can do this Em, your body needs a break. And as well as cutting out the running, you're going to have to start eating properly. Eating isn't greedy – it's fuel, it's about our plans and dreams, making all that possible. It's you taking the decision to get your health back; simple as that.' 




  We'd had that conversation many times before – sometimes in anger, sometimes in sadness or despair – but that time it was different. That day we talked about the future with a new seriousness, all the happy things that could be waiting around the corner (a baby among them) if only I could get myself unstuck. It's a question of gaining 5 or 10 kilos, according to my doctors. So little and yet so much. 




  As well as control and food and body image and all the other issues in eating disorders, there's a huge degree of self deceit. It's not rocket science and I know it: I haven't recovered because I haven't wanted it enough. 




  And here's the thing: times runs out. Remember your twenties? Didn't you feel like you were invincible? I had serious boyfriends, but I didn't seriously want to have children back then. I was too busy building my career, and buying my first flat, and generally finding out who I was… it was never the right time or place. 




  Sitting in Starbucks that autumn day, I felt differently. Looking across at Tom, thinking about our future, our baby, making a home, a family together, I realised I wanted all that more now than being thin. When I think of the wasted years, the evenings spent alone, the friends lost, the conviviality and enjoyment of eating with others, all those shared meals I've avoided... it strikes me as incredibly sad. I'll never get those years back. Anorexia is a young person's game and I don't have the time or energy to play any more. 




  I knew Tom was right; I knew that something had to change. People have told me I have an iron will, resisting food, starving myself into oblivion and all that… but I didn't know if I had the willpower for this. 




  That was the hardest and most honest conversation Tom and I had ever had. I agreed to stop running and start eating. We finished our coffees and walked along the docks and kissed goodbye; Tom went back to his office and I went off to find my bike. 




  Cycling back through the city, around the Barbican and up to Angel, I was filled with hope and fear. The wind in my hair, the first chill of autumn in the air, the promise of a new start. I stopped at Sainsbury's and bought a large pot of natural organic probiotic yogurt with fat in. Not much fat (and admittedly I dithered in front of the chiller cabinet for half an hour) but it was a huge step for a fat-phobic food-dodger like me. 




  Eyeing up my running shoes later that evening, I realised this was going to be bloody hard to put into practice. Waking up and not running? Waking up and eating instead? How do other people do it? 




 


* * * 




 


It's been eleven weeks since that conversation with Tom in Starbucks – exactly eleven weeks since my last run. Of course I'm still procrastinating: sitting here typing about recovery, all words and no action. Yes, I've stopped running. That was the promise I made and I miss it every morning. I'm convinced I've lost muscle tone, but I keep telling myself that it's a small price to pay to get my life back. Not running is the strongest thing I've done in ages. But what about eating? 




  Well, I'm having limited success. Eating is something I find unaccountably, inexplicably complicated. It feels greedy. I worry that if I start, I'll never be able to stop. And anyway, I don't think I deserve to eat. 




  Recovery from anorexia is hard, because it involves a whole new way of thinking. Tom compares it to giving up smoking or cutting back on booze, but that's not right. I gave up smoking, I can go weeks without drinking, but starting to eat is a different challenge altogether. Getting through the withdrawal of nicotine was tough, no doubt about it, but it was all about willpower. And there were immediate benefits to kicking the habit: I found I could run faster, for longer; I could breathe more easily; my skin looked clearer, fresher. With eating, for a recovering anorexic, there seem to be no rewards: all that will happen, for a certainty, is that you will gain weight. And that's the thing you dread above all else. 




  Nevertheless, I made the commitment: I will start eating. 




 


* * * 




 


First, I want to set out what politicians call their red lines. As with the rest of my life there will be rules. There are things I will try to do differently and other things I can't change. Most obviously, being a vegetarian... I'm not going to start eating meat or fish or anything living. I won't willingly add fat to food – I don't want butter on my bread – and I won't eat rich, creamy sauces. I will accept some essential fats – balsamic vinegar and olive oil on salads for example – although I can't see myself eating handfuls of nuts. I will drink semi-skimmed milk, not skimmed. I will not feel guilty for eating bread and pasta or other carbohydrates. I will eat in public, if I have to; I will try to eat unscheduled food once in a while (an impromptu biscuit offered around the office, a slice of birthday cake). I will eat because my body says it's hungry, because it needs energy to function. I will finally throw away my size zero clothes – I have been putting this off for months now – I'll go through my wardrobe and get rid of anything which might feel tight as I gain weight. (This, by the way, sounds trivial but is incredibly important to recovery.) 


  I will remember that meals happen three times a day, that people eat food and use it up and then eat again: it's OK, it's normal. I won't tell myself that fruit is a meal or that eating a bunch of grapes is OK for lunch. I will gain the 5 or 10 kilos I need and I won't get depressed about this process. I won't panic when people tell me I look 'well'; I won't assume they mean 'fat'. 




  Of course the fact that I'm setting these rules is part of the problem, isn't it? I need to learn how to relinquish control and instead I'm hanging onto it. But I can only do what I can do. If I redraw the boundaries around food and eating, at least I'll know what I'm aiming for. 




  And here's the final blow: I will eat more. The accepted figure from health experts is 3,500 calories a week to gain or lose a pound of weight. That means I have to eat 500 extra calories a day, in whatever shape or form, and not increase my exercise and not cheat. My sister calls me the food dodger. She says I can spot a bagel coming a mile off and dodge it... 




  So, it's 4 p.m. and I've eaten a banana today. What's so hard about this? Why, even after this full declaration, can't I just stand up and walk over to the fridge? 
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Chapter 1 


The Fall-Out 










'I've never told anyone this before. I have anorexia. 


I'm saying this for the first time in my life.' 











That was a young man, a complete stranger, writing to me. He was responding to my first article in The Times – but what he didn't understand was that I was saying it publicly for the first time in my life too. 




  The column I now write every week had started as a one-off feature – I'd contacted the weekend editor at The Times to pitch the idea and she said yes. It was only after the feature was published and readers got in touch saying they wanted to hear more that we realised the potential for a regular column following my journey to beat anorexia. 




  It was one thing to make the declaration in the newspaper, quite another to follow through. Soon after that first article was published I had a mini-breakdown. I'm no stranger to depression – when you're severely malnourished, it's perfectly logical to feel low – but this was different. I'd decided to tell the world about my deepest secret. I was ashamed, of course, but I was also scared. 




  By exposing myself in this way, I was acknowledging that something was very wrong in my life. I had declared my hand and now I'd have to do something about it. 'My name is X and I'm an alcoholic' is what they say at AA meetings, isn't it? For my entire adult life I've been pretending I'm fine (I've already eaten, thanks, I'm not hungry…) but now I was admitting that I wasn't fine at all. And I was doing something I never, ever do: I was asking for help. 




  What frightens me now is leaving the eating disorder behind. I've been anorexic for more than ten years. It's part of who I am. 




 


* * * 




 


It happened that the weekend my first article appeared in The Times, we were abroad. Tom was working on his latest book about high-speed travel and how Europe was opening up to the UK. We'd spent much of that autumn and winter exploring fascinating European cities: Antwerp, Rotterdam, Girona, Bruges, and this weekend, in mid November, we were in Lausanne. I hadn't told anyone except my family that I was writing a piece about anorexia, and I welcomed the chance to escape. 




  I will always remember that trip. We arrived at the Beau Rivage Hotel in Lausanne on Friday evening, weary from our early start and the long train journey. As usual on our weekends away, we lit some candles and shared a bubble bath, winding down gradually. We ordered room service and then watched a couple of episodes of The Wire. With our incessant travelling we'd become hooked on DVD box sets – from Downton Abbey to Mad Men to Shameless, we always had one on the go. This weekend Tom had bought The Wire, a series going back five seasons, which we had both missed first time around. Even as we watched, episode after convoluted episode, we kept asking each other why The Wire had achieved such status as a cult classic. We both agreed the scripts were hopeless, the acting was patchy (Dominic West's American accent was painful!) and the plot lines were incomprehensible – but we too got addicted nonetheless. 




  We were staying in the penthouse suite, with panoramic views overlooking Lake Geneva. It had an elegant, high ceilinged bedroom, a separate living room and a spacious marble bathroom. After dinner we went down to the lake and wandered along the shore in the darkness. It was a chilly evening, but the air was crisp and the sky was full of stars. On our way back we stopped at the hotel bar for a nightcap – Baileys for me, amaretto for Tom – and went to bed around midnight. 




  I lay awake, worrying about what I'd done. I remember thinking: The newspaper will be at the printers – It will be in the vans now – What on earth have I done? – How can I undo this? I felt as though I had planted a bomb and run away. Maybe I could stay in Lausanne, I thought – Graham Greene spent his final years here after all, it can't be such a bad place – hiding away from the shameful confession I'd made. Eating disorders are for teenagers, not adults – what would happen next, would I be expected to start eating? I imagined myself starting to eat and never being able to stop. Around 4 a.m., I fell into a restless sleep. 




  Next morning we got up early. Tom was refreshed from a good night's sleep; I was low but kept it to myself. We went downstairs to the swimming pool and spa, a stunning glass creation overlooking the vast blue lagoon. The pool was empty at that time on a Friday morning, although a couple of Swiss bankers pounded the treadmills in the fitness centre. We swam a few lengths and gazed out across the lake; I felt revived and restored by the water. Back upstairs, Tom ordered breakfast while I showered, then we sat on the balcony, sipping coffee in our bathrobes. 




  The newspaper arrived with the breakfast tray. We turned to the Weekend section – and there I was, in a pale pink cardigan and dark blue skinny jeans, splashed over a double-page spread. The Times' photographer had been to my flat the previous week, a friendly guy who chatted about a photo shoot with George W. Bush in Texas while he snapped away. I hadn't seen the image they were planning to use, nor the final version of my article. Their headline shocked me: Diary of an anorexic, aged 32. My cheeks burned, with the shame of the 'A' word; was that really me they were talking about? My name stood out in bold: not much room for doubt. 




  We spread the newspaper on the table between us and read in silence. There it was, anorexia, in black and white for anyone to read. Yes, my aim had been to write an honest article, but I hadn't expected to feel like this. Was I being naive? Confessional journalism was one thing but this was different, like someone getting hold of my diary and printing it. 




  I finished reading it and felt… OK. A bit raw, but OK. The photograph could have been worse. The headline was awful (that label, 'anorexic') but they hadn't messed about with my actual copy. I turned to look at Tom and he had tears rolling down his face. 'I'm so proud of you, love.' He came round the breakfast table and hugged me. 




 


* * * 




 


Returning to London from that weekend in Lausanne, the response to my original article was overwhelming. I received hundreds of emails – from strangers, friends, old flames. After my initial feelings of shame, I began to see that I wasn't the only one. I already knew that a lot of women felt bad about their bodies. What I didn't realise, until recently, was how bad women felt about their appetites, about being hungry and needing food and the simple act of feeding themselves. 




  Although anorexia is a predominantly female illness, I began to see how many men are affected by it. There were emails from husbands, partners and fathers. 




  One man wrote: 




 



I have just been discussing your article with my daughter - it's the first time we have ever talked about this. She is eighteen years old and has been anorexic for two years now. She has many of the same thoughts and issues you have expressed, but she seems not to want to change at the moment or accept help. 




 


Another father wrote: 




 



As the father of an anorexic daughter, I read your article with much interest. I also listened to you on Radio 4. Firstly, thank you for being so open and honest about the disease. My daughter has been anorexic for over seven years but is now managing to do a degree at university. I fear that she may never recover or have children, and I wish you and your boyfriend every success. Please keep writing and informing people about how you're coping... I am sure it will help others who are battling as you are. 




 


A young male sufferer wrote: 




 



This was painful to read because I know how difficult it is to speak about having an illness like anorexia – I've told only one person since my relationship with food broke down and I lost control of my life. Although our stories are totally different, I felt the words you used were the ones I would if I wasn't still so petrified. 




 


These messages provoked different emotions in me; a weird jumble of positives and negatives. I felt awed that my article had encouraged people to talk about anorexia – a father and daughter broaching the subject for the first time, say – but then I felt panicky that I'd uncovered something which I wasn't qualified to follow up on. (It reminded me of being a child and throwing an egg out of a very high window, then looking out to see a furious car-driver below.) 




  I felt responsible. These were real people's lives: young men who'd never spoken about it, children whose parents were sick with worry. To use the word 'anorexia', to admit to problems, is important of course, but it opens a can of worms… My intention had been to document my own experience and yet people seemed to relate to it. That was a good lesson to me, early on, in the power of the printed word: I've learned to be careful – still honest I hope, but careful – about what I write. 




  A woman emailed:




 



Your story is so similar yet so different to my own... I am thirty-three years old and my ultimate goal is to have a family. My husband has said very similar things to your boyfriend. I came out of rehab a year ago this week with the goal of being at a healthy weight and possibly pregnant by the end of this year. Sadly I am actually now in a  worse situation and enough is enough. 



 


A younger woman said: 


 



I'm twenty years old and have been battling with eating disorder (ED) thoughts for as long as I can remember. In March of this year I was finally diagnosed with anorexia and I have been in hospital ever since. I am now a day patient and will be discharged from hospital in two weeks' time. Even now, I am far from recovered. My mind still tortures me for every mouthful I allow myself to eat and I continue to hurt my family and friends by being incapable of letting go of the ED altogether. I feel selfish and weak but am trapped in a vicious circle. I do know, however, that people with EDs are extremely determined and that if we fight we can beat the anorexia. Thank you for your column. I hope people who don't understand the illness will read it. Good luck. Don't give in. You will have the family you want and deserve. 




 


Reading those messages I was reminded of how fortunate I'd been, avoiding hospitals and rehabilitation clinics. Anorexia gets a lot more severe than mine. (Am I a fraud?) 




  A middle-aged woman emailed:


 



I read your article and cried. I'm a forty-three-year-old mother of two beautiful girls aged eight and six. Daily I hate myself for being so selfish as to 'put anorexia' before everything else but as you know, it is a vicious, horrible disease. I would never have chosen to be ill with anorexia in a million years. However I am now on the very slow path to recovery. 




 


Another woman wrote: 




 



This is like reading my life on a page. The Oxford exams struggled through, the social meals lost, the addiction to starvation persevering all the while... you're right that every day spent this way is a waste. One day I am scared I will look back and realise that my one and only chance at life has slipped through my fingers. By then it will be too late. I am a stuck record, in the grip of a voice that has become so familiar, I no longer know where it ends and mine begins. Or even if they are different at all. I have got to do the same things as you; your challenge is mine. Impromptu eating, not jumping out of bed onto the treadmill, following rules that will help rather than hurt me now. It feels both slightly odd and a comfort to recognise doppelgänger thoughts in another woman. Eating is what it takes, but it's harder than all the other therapies put together. In itself it's the medicine. I'll eat if you can. 




 


That really got me: I'll eat if you can. 




  A middle-aged female GP wrote:




 



I wish you all the best. I am impressed you are sticking to this so admirably and I'm trying to be as strong as you are. Your column is taped to my freezer and helps me force open the door, actually remove food and even eat it! Keep going, we are stronger than this and surely must have so much to gain. I am keeping my fingers crossed for you – and all of us trying. 




 


That amazed me, to think of a GP, a professional working woman, with my column taped to the door of her freezer! One assumes that 'grown-ups' with real careers don't get eating disorders, but it's not true. 




  A psychologist wrote to say: 


 



Your article communicates powerfully the impact of an eating disorder. I wish you all the luck in the world, but if this attempt doesn't work please don't beat yourself up. I do have concerns about this sort of 'reality' journalism in terms of the pressure it places on the individual in the public gaze, especially as you've used your true identity. I will follow your online column with great interest. 




 


A lot of support and encouragement, but that psychologist was right – also a lot of pressure. 




 


* * * 




 


After the weekend in Lausanne when it all felt unreal, after the initial euphoria faded, after interviews on Radio 4's Woman's Hour and the BBC World Service, after meetings with publishers ­ – that was when I collapsed. I describe it as a mini-breakdown because that's how it felt. I started crying for the first time in years and couldn't stop. I stayed in my flat for seven days straight. I felt too raw to go outside. I didn't answer the phone or check my emails. I stopped eating – a violent reaction to the decision to give up anorexia – and I stopped sleeping. I took hot baths and read T. S. Eliot (always good in a crisis) and drifted around in tracksuit bottoms – and cried. 




  It's an amazing thing, to feel the ability to cry returning. That week was bad, but I think those tears were the first step on the road to recovery. With anorexia, you're so frozen and isolated; it's like some kind of locked-in syndrome. You still experience human emotions – regret, envy, despair – but it's all pretty insular, sort of muted. Your body goes into emergency mode: focusing on essentials only, conserving energy, keeping you alive. Just as your periods stop because you can't nurture a baby – your body can't risk getting pregnant – so any excess emotions dry up. With so little fuel going in, there's simply nothing to spare. 




  Growing up, I'd always been extreme – a natural Scorpio. I was 'in touch' with my emotions: love and hate, excitement, drama and disaster. As anorexia set in, all that dried up. Those natural ups and downs, female hormones, the premenstrual moods and tears seemed to disappear completely. So when I started crying I was fearful, yes, but it was also a huge release. Finally, I was being honest about this illness I'd been denying for years. Now I was going to have to do something about it. 




  All those people who wrote to thank me – I should thank them. Despite the mixed emotions, their responses made my selfish desire to get a life seem less selfish. It depersonalised my struggle and gave me a mission. At the heart of anorexia is a belief that you're not really worth a damn. You don't deserve to listen to your body or respond to your hunger: basically, you don't deserve to eat. With all these people reading my story, following my journey and gunning for me, I had a reason to commit to recovery. 




  Of course, I want to show other sufferers that it is possible to get better. The line which really stood out, which I still repeat to myself was this: I'll eat if you can. That's why people email every week, because anorexia is lonely and frightening, because you need reassurance every step of the way. I'll eat if you can. That's the promise I made to all those strangers, that's the promise they're making to me. 




 


* * * 




 


As well as for them, I did it for myself, because I was desperate for a solution. Anorexia is an addiction and a compulsion, a brain disorder and a crutch. When I use the word addiction, I don't use it lightly. In my case, I am addicted to hunger. 




  I set myself the challenge in public because I didn't know what else to do: I hoped it would succeed where everything else – therapy, drugs and determination – have failed. The question I had been avoiding for ten years wouldn't go away: how long was I planning to starve myself? I've always prided myself on honesty, clarity of thought and expression, but anorexia involves a remarkable amount of self-deceit. As much as I denied the problem, to others and to myself, I couldn't keep looking the other way. Something had shaken me up: the thought of having a baby maybe, finding myself in my early thirties, or just a longing to take part in life again. I knew that with anorexia I'd stay trapped forever. 




  And then there was Tom. Even if I didn't believe I could recover from anorexia – even if I didn't want to save myself – I had to think about him now too. 






[image: ]


Chapter 2 


Love at First Sight? 









When Tom and I met I wasn't looking for a man and I certainly wasn't looking for love. To be honest, I wasn't even in the mood to go out – it was a drizzly February evening and I'd been at the office since 7 a.m. At that time I was Commissioning Editor at a London publishers (I've been in publishing since the age of twenty-one, mostly in psychology and the humanities). Work had been the usual round of exasperating meetings, and I wasn't in the mood to be chatty or sociable. All I really wanted was to cycle home, take a long hot bath and spend a few hours reading before bed. I have no idea what had impelled me to agree to the blind date in the first place; I didn't have time for myself let alone a new boyfriend. 




  A mixture of curiosity and politeness overcame my reluctance – it would be rude to cancel on this guy at the last minute, and I was a little bit intrigued. Also, why on earth had I been set up? The matchmaker responsible was my mother's best friend's daughter Leo – I hadn't seen her for years; hardly a close confidante. I wondered what it was about him and me that had made Leo think that the two of us should meet. 




  I decided to go along, but just for one drink. If he was an oddball or boring, I'd simply make conversation for half an hour and then excuse myself, I thought as I was changing in the ladies' at work. My midnight blue silk top with dark blue jeans (smart but also sexy, in case the date went well) a spritz of perfume and some fresh make-up, and I was ready to go. 
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