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Leela, you come from a long line of strong women, who have always danced to the beat of their own drum.


Take the sticks, make your own music, be powerful.


We are with you every step of the way.












Strong (adjective):




	Someone who is strong is healthy with good muscles and can move or carry heavy things, or do hard physical work.


	Someone who is strong is confident and determined, and is not easily influenced or worried by other people.















Introduction


The irony is not lost on me that when I wrote Stronger, a book filled with love and fire, designed to get girls and women to claim the power and strength that was rightfully theirs, I was at my physical weakest due to illness. It was also no ordinary illness, but long covid, which meant that I had no idea if I would ever recover. Health professionals had no idea how to treat it. My mental health wasn’t in the greatest place either, but it had been in bigger toilets before and so by dint of experiencing past tragedies came the understanding that it could be worse.


In space, the cord that connects a spacewalker to their shuttle is called a tether. While ill, I felt disconnected from my body and alone in my experience – all that stretched before me was a dark, infinite space of unknowing. But Stronger was that tether. I interviewed over fifty people for the book, and I found comfort and strength in their words. It reminded me that there is no one way of being strong and that the path is never linear. That the simple act of getting out of bed in the morning holds as much significance and achievement as running an ultramarathon. It’s all about context.


I wrote this book for you, and for the generations coming after us, but in a sense I think I also wrote it for myself. I wrote it to remind myself that strength is something we redefine throughout a lifetime, that the blueprint for it is unique and coded to our own individual experiences, and that questioning what we’ve been taught to value can lead to life-altering realisations of what truly matters. Although I have now fully recovered from long covid and am now at the peak of my physical strength, it is a message I will never forget.


When writing the book, I felt as if I was in uncharted waters. I might have talked about becoming a powerlifter, and interviewed cyclists, swimmers, runners and so on, but the subject I was asking about wasn’t fitness – not really. It was about:




a) Unlearning a lot of negative things we believed about ourselves thanks to a vast machinery of diet culture, social conditioning and inequality around gender, race and ability.


b) Understanding that the impact of the sports gender gap isn’t just about physical fitness but actually permeates every single area of our lives, whether that’s having the confidence to advocate for ourselves, take risks, be vocal, feel empowered, practise self-love and take what is rightfully ours.


c) And armed with all of that insight, the book is about how to rebuild a sense of self in accordance with what you need and want, not someone else’s standards and expectations.





But there were several challenges around getting the book right. It needed to be written in a way that spoke to complete beginners as well as those with sporting experience. It needed to make marginalised people feel seen and represented whilst remaining universal enough that any reader could connect to it throughout. Above all – while I am lovingly described as a ‘gobby cow’ – it needed to align with my own values, which is that it couldn’t amount to a lecture with me telling you what to do, rather it had to show you what needed to be seen, allow you to make decisions and draw conclusions for yourself.


Since the book’s publication, I’ve received a lot of messages about how the book made readers feel. There were tears, and a few moments where people needed to sit with what it unearthed. Some of those feelings included deep pain and regret. There were moments of anger – a grief held around what had been denied them. Moments of triumph and fire. Reclamation. Whatever the form of catharsis, all of it led to a necessary reforging. There were several common areas people seemed to resonate with and pull out time and again, and I wanted to share some of them with you.




1) Bar none, the section around the awfulness of P.E. resonated most strongly with readers. The realisation that people’s experience of P.E. had fixed in place a narrative that they were terrible at sport and didn’t enjoy it, which further cemented a complete lack of self-esteem and body confidence. And after reading Stronger they discovered that this belief didn’t have to define them anymore.


2) It prompted mothers to start conversations with their daughters about sport at school – to find out if they were enjoying it, and to find solutions if they were not. It also ignited thoughts about their own bodies and how they felt postpartum. One mother whose message still stays with me, wrote about her own self-loathing and said: ‘I never want my daughter to feel the way I have felt about my own body.’ She started swimming again – something she loved as a child – and reconnected with that sense of joy. ‘I am doing this for myself and for my daughter, and for every little girl out there so that we never have to feel like we are not enough.’ Other mothers spoke of how they realised how important it was to role model strong women to their sons because social conditioning affects us all.


3) Many said that this was the first time they had learned about periods and how their hormonal fluctuations impacted everything from energy levels to a predisposition for injury as well as hunger. This information made them better prepared for when they trained.


4) ‘This is the first book that has made me look forward to getting older’ was one of my most precious comments from a reviewer about the book. Including older women and threading their stories throughout was integral to confronting our own ageism biases, as well as the realisation that we are simply not shown older women as being fit and badass in any section of mainstream society. It means we can look ahead to our future and be excited by it – and to see that there is so much liberation and choice within it.


5) The chapter ‘Your Body Is Your Land’ is also a firm favourite. One of the most important things I wanted people to get from this book was the sense of ownership around their own body, as well as protecting their own borders fiercely. Reconnecting that circuitry between mental and physical strength, and recognising your body as a tool that allows you to draw power from it, felt important.


6) Writing about the menopause was vital. Not just for women going through the menopause, but for younger women to realise that the goal of slimness without context ill-prepares us for health conditions that may arise at this time, from cardiovascular health problems to bone density issues. And including menopause meant harnessing our future rather than shying away from it. The more we are educated, the more we know, the better prepared we will be.


7) And finally – body image and body size. This resonated positively on the whole, but some readers felt I was promoting a belief that it was only fine to get bigger as long as it was muscle. This wasn’t my intention at all; the chief motivation was to remove the morality we place around body size – particularly larger bodies – and to also show a different sense of perspective based on a lot of plus-size powerlifters finding power and healing within their own bodies because they came to see it as strength. But I also appreciate that as an average-sized person, writing about plus-size bodies – even if it is just curating interviews – is never going to be wholly accurate or reflective.





While I hope you figure out what strength looks and feels like to you, this is only one book in a journey that will require learning and evolution over many years. I hope there are many more that chart a different journey, perhaps. This book is not intended to be the silver bullet to body acceptance or empowerment through physical activity, but rather one of many different things that help with that learning.


And finally, this book has been described as a love letter to girls and women, the protective arm that reassures you it will be okay. I hope you feel that, as you read it. And by the end of it, come to the realisation that if the future is unwritten, why not write ourselves a future filled with power and joy and choices? 


I will leave you with a final few words: aroha mai, aroha atu. It is a Maori proverb, a link to the land of my late husband Rob, and its literal translation is: love received, love returned. It is about balance and symmetry, the endless flow of in and out, and I like to think of it in relation to love and power. Both of those things are amplified when shared – in this context, it is about community, solidarity, saying I deserve better and you do too, being the gentle squeeze on the shoulder to say ‘you can do this’. If we can do that for each other, if we can lift each other up, I think we will be unstoppable.


Poorna Bell 


October 2021









Prologue


It’s 1986. 


This is the year that the nuclear reactor at Chernobyl explodes. The first year of The Oprah Winfrey Show. Newspapers flutter with updates about Halley’s Comet, which will appear like an ice-cream melting across the sky, a cosmic snowball reforming and burning briefly in our solar system, only reappearing again in 100 years’ time. The M25 – AKA ‘evidence for the hidden hand of Satan in the affairs of Man’, according to the book Good Omens – is finally complete. 


Along the M25, off junction three and a bit further on the M20, is a little primary school in Maidstone. The kids have been let out into the playground and the sun is out. 


I’m six years old. The autumn light is reedy and weak; winter is tightening its grip. But it’s better than being indoors where the smells of poo and plasticine are fighting for attention. (My classmate William sometimes inadvertently poos himself. He sits on his own table and all the kids tend to avoid him. No one explains to us why our behaviour is wrong and William is probably going through some serious shit . . . literally.) William doesn’t come outside very much. But in any case, today is not about him, it’s about Adam. Adam is the golden boy, the one that my friends and I fancy. 


Because we are six and lack any type of language to articulate this, it distils into a very simple thought that out of everyone, Adam is the loveliest to look at and I want to be near him. And it isn’t the same as spending time with my best friend Elizabeth, who I make mud pies with. 


Today we’re playing kiss chase. This is where we run around the playground trying to track down the person we want to catch and kiss. This is way before conversations about consent and petitions to get the game removed from schools. Adam is the prize but given that I am six and I don’t really know what kissing is, it’s more like getting greyhounds to chase after a picture of a rabbit. It’s simply a foil to get us moving. 


Under that struggling sun, we hear someone yell ‘Go’ and my friends and I start running. We feel the breath in our lungs, hot but laced with the sharpness of the season. We laugh and giggle and feel good because our bodies aren’t cramped at a desk but are doing the one thing they are supposed to do: move. I’m so caught up in running that I don’t even notice Adam until I’m right up close to him near the shade of the wall. 


I could kiss him right now and it would be OK and not at all embarrassing because this is kiss chase and that is what you were supposed to do. But I look at him and I don’t know if Adam wants me to kiss him. So, unfettered by the angst and great burden of choice that comes with adulthood and romance, I decide running and laughing is far more fun than chasing after a boy. I don’t know it yet but this is the most free I will feel in my body for a long time. It will take a lot of loss and a lot of healing to return to this place of wildness and joy. 


But for now, in this formative mist, where I have the freedom just to let my body sing with movement, I turn my face to the sun, to find my friends, to keep running. 











CHAPTER ONE


Diary of a Runt
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In January 2016, eight months after my husband Rob died, I wrote this letter in my diary.


Dear Me, 


I have not yet written a letter to you, I mean, the you after Rob’s death. I’m scared of what you will think if I tell you how I really feel. But. Perhaps this is the year to stop being afraid. 


You’ve had a really shitty year. Understatement. A bog awful, tit-twister of a year. 


We lost the love of our life and we went through losing him twice. Once, when we thought we were going to be separated and divorced, which was a pain we never thought we’d recover from, and then when Rob died and we were lost, our heart ripped out, our days blacker than squid ink. 


But what am I telling you this for? You already know this. 


The reason for me writing this, darling Poorna, is because we are going to set out what we want from this year and what we want from life. 


I think it’s important to do this, otherwise we are just going to be travelling through the ether, adrift but not knowing what is going on. 


So what we are going to do is state our desires, our wishes, our dreams and if not much comes out of it, fine. We tried.




	We are going to leave England by October, latest. 



	We are going to take some time and spend it with our loved ones like Leela, Priya, Shabby, Mum and Dad. 



	We are going to travel. And get up early. And see sunrises. 



	We are going to be in love with Rob but also open ourselves to the idea of new possibilities. 



	We are going to get laid. At some point. 



	We are going to stop acting like work is life or death. We have seen death, and it isn’t work. 



	When we get mad, we are going to remember that none of this really matters; what matters is love and kindness. 



	We are going to be the fittest we have ever been. 



	We are going to be strong in mind, body and spirit. 



	And remember, all things change. 






Twelve months after writing this, everything on this list had happened, apart from point number one. And – I mean, you probably already knew this – but this entire book is about point number nine. 


1995. 


One warm morning in early September, when summer was still clinging on by its fingertips and the air was starting to smell of the sweet rot of dying flowers, a person walking along a certain country lane in deepest Kent would have seen a strange sight over the fence. In a corner of the empty green playing field of the local girls’ school, puffs of smoke were emanating like a chimney from underneath a gnarled collection of trees, accompanied by a sequence of splutters and coughs, like a bag of stones rubbing together in a sack. It would have been followed by some wheezing and ‘Oh god, that was disgusting!’ which would have been odd because trees don’t smoke and they definitely don’t talk. But little teenage shits do and this was the moment that I, aged 14, had decided to try cigarettes for the first time. I’d put more organisation into that moment than I did with my homework. I woke up one day, decided I wanted to smoke and put a plan into action. The first step was procurement. 


Despite having the chutzpah to take up smoking independently of any peer pressure, most local corner shops were run by fellow Asians and I did not feel confident in asking a random auntie for ten Silk Cut, most likely to be met with a shrivelling death stare. (With South Asians, any stranger above the age of 50 is given automatic auntie status even if they only met you five minutes ago. This allows them to critique your relationship status, life choices and appearance.) Since purchasing was a no go, I resorted to crime, stealing a couple of loose cigarettes from my uncle Ashok’s corner shop in London on our last trip to visit him in the holidays. Even if he noticed them missing, I reckoned, I’d be long gone, on a train back to Kent.


The second step was recruiting a willing accomplice because if I got caught, it would be infinitely better to do detention with a pal. But also, I needed a witness to my new adult, cool status as this was a time before smartphones, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat. 


The third issue was location, location, location. My smoking virgin foray was not going to be conducted in Smokers’ Alley – the dodgy wooded area that connected our school to the bottom of the hill – which was frequently raided by teachers. 


So why the playing field, also known as the manor green? 


It was one of four areas we did physical education, P.E., at my all-girls grammar school. The first was the gymnasium – a large, light-filled room with a shiny wooden floor used for gymnastics and dance. Gymnastics was the least terrible, given that it involved a trampoline, which is pretty impossible to fuck up unless you spring off it and splat onto the floor. Dance was the nadir, because we had to run around with sky blue t-shirts tucked into sturdy, burgundy gym knickers (more unresolved angst on these later). 


The second was the tennis and netball courts that sat next to the main school building – a place that should have been my domain given that I used to play tennis. But we didn’t play tennis often at school and, as I was five foot three, people were not clamouring to have me on their netball team. 


The third was the vast hockey pitch near the next-door high school and a fairly fraught location. This was not only because hockey was terrifying, given that we were whacking around a ball that could easily knock out your front teeth, but also none of us had ever forgotten our P.E. teacher losing it at a student and throwing her hockey stick across the pitch. 


The fourth, the manor green, was where we did the more niche sports, such as javelin, shot put and long jump. In theory they were fun – because javelin and shot put were effectively weapons that you got to throw as hard as possible – but the reality is that we weren’t very good at them and while none of us were under the illusion we were training for the Olympics, neither were we given any specific goals. 


Once a year, we would have a sports assessment in the gymnasium and, among other drills, the most dreaded challenge was the rope climb. This was where, despite no training or guidance whatsoever, as well as having the upper body strength of a noodle, we were expected to climb up a battle rope that stretched upwards about 20 feet into the ceiling.


These spaces didn’t just make me feel useless and inept, they also made me feel powerless. As if the inability to do these activities and do them well was due to some inner failing. In the classroom, I could try to at least think my way around a problem, whether it was memorising the periodic table or slogging through Shakespeare. The solution to failure was just working harder. But in these arenas of physicality, it wasn’t a question of studying more. The way we were taught – or rather not taught – made us feel like our bodies were failing us in some way. 


Consider the rope climb assessment: it’s an incredibly intense activity even if you have been doing strength training, let alone as a 13- or 14-year-old who hasn’t been trained to do such a climb. But this is exactly what you’re being assessed on. Can’t do it? Well, you’re probably a weak little runt. No good at netball? You’re probably not trying hard enough. The subtext of that lack of achievement can be deafening, especially when, as a girl, you aren’t exactly swamped with positive reinforcements around your body anyway. 


Very few of us entered those places of physicality and felt belonging. Or power. So popping my cigarette cherry in the very place where my self-esteem was often flat on the floor? Hell yes. Up yours, javelin; suck it, shot put. As childish as it sounds, it was a tiny, feeble way of redressing the balance, of reclaiming that space. The next time I had to trudge onto that field and stand in line and be told what to do, and then be yelled at for not doing it right, or dismissed because of my physique, there was that tiny piece of defiance buried at the base of those trees. 


It didn’t occur to me until around 25 years later, when I was 38 and finally stood in my full power of what made me feel mentally and physically strong, how damaging those school years were to my understanding of physicality and my ability. How, if I’d felt a sense of belonging in those arenas, I may not have felt so disconnected and estranged from my own body. More importantly, being empowered in those spaces may well have made me feel more prepared and less vulnerable when it came to all of the things that eroded my self-esteem and self-worth in the intervening years. 


At a time when our bodies were going through an unprecedented transformation, like a werewolf’s first shift, a time for nurture, love and reassurance, most of us were not taught about moving our bodies in a way that felt joyous in an environment that felt safe. Few if any of us learned about the mental benefits of moving our bodies. On the contrary, many of us exited girlhood forgetting that it was meant to be fun and instead carried around the weight of comments, bullying or just believing we weren’t ‘fitness people’ because P.E. was a torturous bag of shite. Even if you loved P.E., or were good at sports, it certainly wasn’t considered to be a ‘cool thing’ at school as it was for boys, and you certainly weren’t immune to comments around your body. From there, off we went, defenceless into a world where fitness is thereafter almost always reframed within the scope of weight loss. 


So if this is you, too; if somewhere along the way you lost the part of yourself that felt you could do anything, be anything; if there is a part of you that doesn’t feel strong or doesn’t know how to begin, that doesn’t feel you look the way you ‘should’ or feels ashamed in your own body, I am here to tell you whatever you have believed in the past does not have to determine your story. 


None of us start out believing we can’t do something. As babies and children, we always begin by believing we can do anything – until someone or something tells us we can’t. The question is: how do we stop ourselves from losing this belief? And how do we get back what we lost? If you are the girl, the woman who feels like she is never enough, that she will never be as strong, as good, as capable, I am here to tell you that you are enough. I am here to tell you that while it shouldn’t have been your burden, you can write a different story. 


Teenagers are a bit like golems in that, during this time, a script is being written and built into our clay that will guide us in who to be, how to view ourselves and what we can come back to as a touchstone for strength and guidance. Most of us will take this well into our adult lives, so what it says matters. 


That script could be teaching girls how movement isn’t something to be embarrassed about. It could show role models – many different kinds – who can demonstrate that strength comes in all shapes and sizes and abilities. It could show how what a body does and how that makes you feel should always come before how it looks. But that is largely not our experience at a younger age. 


My story, however, is only one of many, and so in order to get a deeper sense of our different experiences around physical activity as girls, to find out how that had shaped us as women, and what continues to influence us emotionally, mentally and physically around fitness, I wanted to speak to other girls and women. I ran a survey with 1,043 girls and women, aged between 12 and 71+, and pushed it out across Twitter, Instagram as well as closed Facebook groups for women of colour. I wanted to know about the things that negatively shaped their experiences with fitness, what gave them joy, what had been the biggest blockers – from self-confidence to low income – where they liked to exercise, where they didn’t like to exercise, and what made them feel strong. I also wanted to know about the blind spots – women who had been neglected and failed by mainstream fitness – and wanted to speak to women who had been dealing with physical and mental illness, hidden and visible disabilities; women from different cultures, races, religions; older women and the LGBTQ+ community. I wanted to know about guilt and how they felt about their bodies, and what led them to a place of trust and love. I also wanted to know where and how it was going wrong for girls, because this disconnect around physical activity and girlhood seemed like such a missed opportunity to me. 


‘I was picked on at school and P.E. was one of the lessons where that was really a problem,’ says Beth, who took the survey. ‘I developed early and was a bit chubby and the sporty girls picked on me outside of class anyway, so P.E. just gave them an arena where they had permission to chase me, throw things at me and shout at me. I carried all that bullshit with me until I was almost 30. Then I decided enough was enough and I wanted to make a change.’


When I think about my script, I think the belief that looking slim was more important than being strong acted as a chloroform, knocking out my connection with my own body. I went from being the little girl who ran in the wind and sun and felt the sheer pleasure of being an animal to a creature trapped in a cage designed to keep me as small as possible. 


It took an earth-shattering event to make me rewrite that script. The reason you are holding this book is because I went from someone who utterly hated P.E., believed she was terrible at sport, felt a sense of disconnection, shame and distrust around her own body, to someone who in their late thirties lifts weights competitively, experiences joy and self-assuredness in movement, and is grateful for every day her body powers on through grief, anxiety and illness. Through this journey, I realised that what girls and women have been taught about strength is mostly wrong and that we have been held back from fulfilling our potential around being strong, whether it’s weightlifting, cycling, swimming, running, boxing, yoga, martial arts, climbing, fencing – you name it – in many different ways. 


Pursuing physical strength gave me purpose when there was none. It required mental strength to start the journey, but once undertaken, became a vital part of keeping mentally well. It gave me worth when my entire schooling told me that when it came to physical ability, I was worthless. It made me feel seen when the entire fitness industry told me that my version of physical ability was not worth seeing. 


It took something unusual and immense to make me break free and finally look at the bullshit that I had lived my entire life by. But it isn’t necessary to go through something earth-shattering like this to find your strength and hopefully this book will be the shortcut for you to be able to do that for yourself in a kind and compassionate way. 


But first, here’s what happened. 


I am not saying that knowing the truth better prepares you for when bad things happen but I think if we were more truthful about what life actually is, and how there is no one way of being, we’d have more realistic and manageable expectations of it. 


For me, the biggest lie was thinking that all I had to do to step onto the road to never-ending happiness was to meet the love of my life, get married and have children. I am hardly a traditionalist and I didn’t have my dream wedding sketched out but somewhere along the way, I had absorbed this dream into every fibre of my being. So when I met the love of my life, a Kiwi named Rob, I thought this would happen. Our lives slowly entwined together – he was endlessly curious about my Indian background, I was fascinated by this man who was born on the Lost Continent and we poured the same amount of love into each other. 


But four years into our marriage, something catastrophic and world-ending happened. Rob – gardener, birdwatcher, science nerd, punk rocker – died. He had been struggling with addiction and depression and took his own life while in New Zealand. 


People describe a suicide as a grenade thrown into your house. I think of it like napalm. In order to burn, napalm sucks in all the oxygen in the vicinity. Its chemical nature makes it so effective in what it does. It can attach itself to anything usually impervious, like a bunker or a tank, and violently burn through all of it. Rob’s death was like that. It burned through everything – our past, my future, hope, my will to survive – until almost nothing was left. 


In the first few months after he died, I was dimly aware that something was awakening inside of me. I imagined her as a creature that lay dormant in the inky depths of my existence. She rose up to meet a need because my conscious, everyday self was being flayed by grief, piece by piece. I’d lost a piece of myself the moment I had answered the call from my mother-in-law to tell me that Rob had been found by the police. I lost another when I saw him in the funeral home. Another when we buried him. Coming home and seeing his side of the bed. Seeing his clothes hanging in the wardrobe. A pair of his shoes tucked under his desk. 


The world felt so raw; everything hurt. I didn’t know how I was going to wake up the next day and do this all over again. Every breath, every action required so much. Most of the time I didn’t want to do it. I sometimes found myself paralysed in reverie, where I’d lie under the covers and pretend Rob was in the kitchen making coffee and if I moved more than an eyelash, it would shatter the illusion. I just wanted to go to sleep and not wake up. And when I felt like this, like a lightbulb that just wanted to be switched off, this dormant part of me would awake. She would make her way from the depths and swim to the surface, encircling me in her wide embrace. And somehow she would take over. I’d find myself in the shower. Preparing food. Talking to another person. 


But even grief couldn’t rob my body of its urgent need to move, to escape. When I felt able, I’d go to the gym or run, which was my favourite activity at that point. Runners often describe that sequence of movements as feeling as if you’re flying, a liberation in your own skin. I would grab onto any moment when my body didn’t feel weighed down or exhausted. 


A month after Rob died, I signed up to do a 10K for the men’s suicide prevention charity CALM and that propelled me out of bed three times a week to go running by the riverside. It became a shield against the relentless flow of the thoughts about what I should have done, and what I perceived I didn’t do around his death. Near the river, I felt peaceful. I’d see birds paddling near the water’s edge and they’d remind me of his fondness for birdwatching and the many books that occupied our bookshelf. 


I’d catch eddies and swirls in the water and they’d mesmerise me, allowing my conscious mind to drift to a place of white noise for a while. Sometimes I’d see someone who looked like him walk past and I’d stop jogging. I’d pretend to catch my breath against a tree when really I was summoning every bit of strength to stop more pieces splintering off my already broken heart. 


I loved running but, if I am being honest, it was a complicated thing. I saw the river and it told me that oblivion could be mine too, if I found things too hard. But, rather than do that, I told myself that every day I jogged past that river and didn’t jump in was a day that would make me stronger. One day turned into two, two into three and soon it became weeks and I used that knowledge to climb further and further up and out of that pit of grief. 


For a time, I just stayed as still in my life as I possibly could. 


I stayed in the same flat that we had lived in together, everything more or less how it had been before he died. The pictures he put up stayed where they were. I slept in the same bed, kept his pillow, couldn’t bear to give away his things which were kept in the loft. He was like the last remaining bottle of a precious perfume: from the wisp of cigarette smoke on his jacket to his fingerprints on our saucepan handles. For a brief time, our existences overlapped even though he was no longer a part of the mortal world. 


After a year of this, I realised that though staying in the same place had given me immeasurable comfort, it was also now the thing that was holding me back. I was living in a ghost home, lost in the memory of what had been, unable to think about what could be. The first thing I understood was that our big, beautiful bed had to go. 


When Rob and I first met in early 2009, much was made of the bed. ‘It’s a super king,’ he said proudly. Having crammed in with previous partners on single beds and double beds, I couldn’t understand what the big deal was, until I spent the first night in it. It was like a spaceship – a huge, comfy place where we could both sleep at respective ends of the bed in peace and cuddle up when we wanted to. Our dog Daisy loved to sit on it and stare out of the window waiting for us to return. (Even though it was CLEARLY forbidden.) 


After he died, I slept on my side of the bed during that whole year, as if he’d just gone away on a trip and hadn’t yet returned. But things of the dead – especially inanimate objects – are talismanic in their power. This bed represented the polar ends of our life together: the blossoming start of our relationship, the scene of a thousand kisses, and also a place I started to resent when Rob was in bed, ill with depression, then sick with withdrawal from heroin that ate away the latter years of his life. 


After he was gone, I would lie under a fold of sheets and look over to my right. I would call to him across the ocean of grief that now lay between us and will his form to pool into the slight dent his body had made in the mattress. But all I ever saw was emptiness and I could feel how it held me back. 


When I finally went to buy a new bed, the saleswoman started rabbiting on about the mattress I was about to buy. ‘It has a wool blend, so it’s more hygienic but you’ll have to turn it over every two months or so.’ I just nodded. I didn’t care if the mattress was filled with unicorn dust, I just wanted my old bed out and the new one in, and I paid extra for the delivery men to handle all of it. I couldn’t bear to look at the bed as it was being carried out. It felt like yet another goodbye, another part of my life that had chipped off. 


When the new bed was in, I felt better than I thought I would. Mainly because my first thought was: this mattress is amazing and bouncy and WHY didn’t I do this earlier? But two months later, it was mattress-flipping time. And what followed was an absolute shambles. 


Until I moved in with Rob, I had only ever lived in rented accommodation with friends and the bed was always already set up. Shortly after getting married, I decided I wanted to get a new mattress for our bed but it arrived when I was on holiday with friends in Mexico. ‘I’ll get it sorted out before you come home, honey,’ Rob texted me. And he was true to his word. 


Now, I faced my brand new, heavy mattress in a world without Rob and I tried to flip it. It was heavy and wouldn’t budge. I tried to attack it from different angles multiple times and ended up sweaty, exhausted and unable to do anything more than get it on its side. As the sweat pooled around my neck, a lightbulb moment occurred. 


During our whole relationship, I had relied on Rob’s strength to get things done. Hell, I was even attracted by it. When we first met, his physicality was absolutely something I fell for. He was six foot with broad shoulders, massive, calloused hands and thick, brawny forearms. When we moved house, Rob took charge of the physical aspect of that. ‘I’m the donkey and that’s OK,’ he once said. He moved the washing machine, the dishwasher, bookcases. He assembled the bed, lugged the pot plants around. Before him, I had always relied on my dad, male friends or other guys I was dating. It was a given that if I had a suitcase heavier than I could physically carry, then a man would carry it. 


Why had I not realised this? As I sat there, sweat dripping down my face, there was a hardening of something inside me. I was no longer sad about my old bed. I looked down into the corridor of where Rob had gone; he was not coming back. 


‘You are not here,’ I said out loud, angrily. I have never been angry at Rob for the way he died but I was angry at how hard life had become. I was angry that I’d been left to deal with all of this and, yes, I was angry that he wasn’t around. I was angry that he’d broken a promise to be there. And it was easier to focus my anger on something small like Rob not being around when I needed him to flip a mattress, versus something big like not watching my niece grow up. Just then, I missed him with a rage that pulled itself into 20-metre high waves and thudded against every part of my life. 


But I also knew that I was no longer going to be the type of person who would spend the rest of her life relying on the strength of men. Flipping a mattress was only going to be the start of it. I had already started to think about moving house. I would start going on holidays that meant I’d need to carry my own luggage. I didn’t want to wait with my suitcase at a train station hoping some well-meaning man would help me carry it to the top of the staircase. 


You left, I thought. And so now I have to figure this shit out. Myself. Like I had to do in our relationship when you stopped talking to me about what was wrong. Like I’ve had to do every single minute of the day since you were gone. That anger burned so bright and with such fury, I felt like it could blow out the windows of the room. There was no alternative. I grabbed the corner of the mattress and painstakingly used every advantage possible offered by gravity and leverage to try and flip it over. Twenty minutes later, following a couple of scraped elbows and a lot of grunting, it eventually happened. 


‘YES! Omigod, yes! Yes! YES!’ I screamed. (I think my neighbours must have thought I was having very exciting sex.) Afterwards, there was a sense of achievement. The surprise of being stronger than I had given myself credit for. The relief that I hadn’t had to ask someone for help. But what struck me was the small glow of potential and positivity I felt in my physical accomplishment, and how it had cut through the chaos I felt around grief.


If I could do this once, with grit and determination, what else might I be capable of? There was so much I couldn’t control, I thought, but I could control this. And maybe at some point, the accumulation of what I felt physically capable of doing could help and heal the parts of me that the grief had blasted apart. I knew in that moment that the previously separate circuit boards of my mental strength and physical strength had just been soldered together. The next day I went to my gym around the corner from my office and I asked for a personal trainer. 


‘I don’t like to be shouted at,’ I said, ‘so make sure it’s not one of those overly peppy types.’ 


‘Let me see who we have,’ said the receptionist, looking at the screen. ‘Actually,’ he added absently, ‘it might help to know what you’re after. Like is it toning, weight loss and so on?’ 


‘None of that,’ I said sharply, and my tone made him look up. ‘I want to get strong.’ 


Those five words may not sound like much but it was like walking between worlds. It had taken me 34 years to utter those words and really mean it. I wish it hadn’t taken the decimation of one world to forge another but we don’t always get to choose the thing that remakes us. 


My journey in going from runt to Strongest Version of Myself is just one story in the vast galaxy of what comprises women’s physical and mental strength. Each star shining bright in it represents a different history, a journey, a story and when viewed from a distance, the sight of all of that achievement and strength is dazzling. But the world we grow up in cloaks that brilliance, and teaches us that there is only one source of light in the darkness of the cosmos, and it comes from the pursuit of a very narrow idea of fitness – the one we have come to believe through reading fitness magazines that only ever feature young, slim models, seeing picture-perfect influencers and dramatic celebrity weight-loss transformations and fitness DVDs. 


Once I knew I was going to write this book, I wanted to talk to other girls and women and hear their stories of what had held them back, but more importantly, I wanted to find out what they loved about physical movement and the emotional qualities they associated with it. I wanted to know how it strengthened them mentally to paint a more accurate picture of the way physical activity and fitness can make us feel when we don’t just view it as a mechanism to lose weight. 


I’ve read a lot of great books about physical strength for women and a lot of great books about mental strength for women but the premise I am putting forward here is that the two things are synonymous. That’s not to say you can’t have one without the other. But together, they unlock an incredible reserve of mental and physical strength that has a bedrock stronger than diamond. This will give you a foundation from which you can operate at full strength in every aspect of your life. 


However, it’s not just a question of moving more while learning some skills to help with mental resilience. There’s a lot of work that needs undoing first because what most of us have been made to feel about our bodies, and about female strength, has been experienced and perceived through an incredibly narrow, shrinking lens. We can’t access that reservoir if we are still holding onto a system and a structure that demands we make ourselves as small as possible – whether that’s physically or mentally. 


It’s time to take up some damn space. 


The survey I ran is split between the 91 per cent those who do some form of physical activity, and the 9 per cent who don’t do any at all. I know I should start with the biggest numbers first but I’m actually going to do this backwards.


I’m very interested in the 9 per cent. It’s not an insignificant number – that’s nearly one in ten women who took the survey. Even though they said they didn’t exercise, they still felt compelled to fill out a survey about it, indicating that they weren’t indifferent but most likely had had a negative experience. In fact, nearly half (41 per cent) of the 9 per cent said the reason they didn’t exercise was because they felt self-conscious. A third of them said they didn’t enjoy it. While 21.6 per cent said they worried they would be bad at it. 


All of which points to a massive problem women have around confidence when it comes to physical activity. In 2019, Sport England ran a survey looking at 130,000 children and found that, from age five to seven, girls were far less likely to take part in team sports even though they said they loved being active.1 The biggest thing they cited that got in the way? Confidence. That might stem from bad P.E. experiences, unconscious bias around boys being ‘better’ at sport or fatphobic comments from other kids and adults. But my survey also highlighted the lack of a roadmap for women in terms of redefining their relationship with fitness after a major life event such as illness, disability, trauma, having a baby or menopause. 


There have been significant moves to change this. One of the biggest is This Girl Can, the ground-breaking campaign from Sport England which first launched in 2015. They identified that, despite increases in people being active within the UK, women were still persistently less active than men and then went about building a campaign that highlighted the reasons why this was – which wasn’t just about the physical aspect of it, but tackled emotional and mental blockers. As a result, they have inspired millions of women to be more active, which shows that when handled right, change can and does happen. 


Many of us in our thirties, forties, fifties and beyond still cling onto the goals we may have had as teenagers or in our twenties because we live in a society that lionises youth and the women we see on social media and advertising campaigns are mostly young and slim. But it is madness, given that the only certainty in life is that our bodies change, and that older bodies are capable of as much bravery and achievement as a younger body. If we could embrace this positively, we’d be unstoppable. In fact, almost all of the older women who took the survey spoke about how empowering being active made them feel and how it taught them that what we’d been told about ageing and ability was nonsense. 


Out of the 91 per cent who did exercise, there were some interesting findings. Although 63 per cent said the reason they started exercising in the first place was due to weight loss – no surprises there considering the enormity of diet culture and how fitness is continuously framed in that lens – there were positives to take away. Over 67 per cent said it was very important for their mental health, 78 per cent said physical activity had helped them when they were struggling mentally and 69 per cent said they exercised because they enjoyed it. The top three feelings most strongly associated with physical activity were mental wellbeing, feeling strong, and over half said it made them feel empowered. 


But there were some undeniably grim, consistent patterns of experience and behaviour. The gym emerged as the least popular place to work out in; 18 per cent said they had felt some form of fatphobia around their presence in the fitness space. Over 65 per cent of women said that comparing themselves to others was a major blocker to working out, while over 50 per cent said that feeling self-conscious had at points prevented them from working out, citing reasons ranging from not ‘looking fit enough to work out’ to people staring. For some, that pervading sense of self-consciousness is a double-edged sword: you can’t reclaim that space because you don’t feel you look like someone who is fit. The reason you may think someone who works out in a gym looks a certain way is because of all the images we’ve been fed, mixed with the lack of confidence or negative associations we likely had as children. 


‘I was overweight as a child,’ said Katrina, who took the survey, ‘and that had a huge impact on my confidence as a whole and stopped me from exercising at all until the age of 19. I remember going swimming with school in year 6 and intentionally forgetting my swimming costume so that I wouldn’t have to do it. I just felt that exercise wasn’t applicable to someone like me who wasn’t skinny and didn’t have a good base level of fitness.’


Negative associations with fitness at a young age might be for a variety of reasons – and certainly fat-shaming came out from the survey as a common factor in cementing shame around fitness. Another thing that was also clear is that different layers of identity such as race or sexual orientation make things much harder. 


Bhavna, who also took the survey, said: ‘I was a fat kid who didn’t like to exercise but was told I had to because I was fat. I was fat-shamed at primary school and secondary school and, as the only Asian girl in an all-white year group, I stuck out enough without that as a limiter. My husband is the only reason I turned a negative relationship with fitness into a more positive one but I still have a long way to go.’ 


I have never had to deal with fat-shaming but I am aware of how it has affected some of the people closest to me. It’s something that crops up frequently in the stories of women via direct messages and comments on the fitness inclusivity platform I created on Instagram called See My Strong. The idea for the account came to me when, in June 2019, I had reached a boiling point around mainstream fitness – from the endless slew of white slim models on the cover of women’s fitness magazines, to the types of fitness accounts that were hugely popular on Instagram. By that point, I had started competing in powerlifting competitions and had seen first-hand how varied women’s bodies and abilities were, and I knew that mainstream fitness was not representing the majority of women in fitness. I also knew I was fed up and done with waiting for them to change, and so I decided to create a space online that allowed for the stories of women and girls to be told in an honest and inspiring way. It was also rooted in the emotional and mental health aspect of physical movement, and designed to help other women realise that fitness isn’t just an aesthetic, and that no body type, age or race has the monopoly on it. 


Yet it speaks to how slimness is a leprechaun’s pot of gold as far as body goals go, because despite having a body size that society deemed ‘acceptable’, I still was made to feel like I was never slim enough. A mixture of race, culture and gender meant I don’t think I felt like I ever belonged in those fitness spaces as a teenager, and definitely not in my twenties and early thirties. It took me 30 years to wear a swimsuit or a bikini in public and not feel red hot shame – which definitely stems from being Indian, the conservatism that comes with our culture and being worried about the male gaze – but it was also from a self-consciousness around my own body that was embedded when I was a girl. 


But I certainly do not feel like that anymore. When I draw a line between my earliest experiences in the gym to how I felt just before I turned 39, the two could not be more different. 


The first time I joined a gym was at the age of 24, weighing barely 52kg, and I only did it because my flatmates went. At the time, I was living with my three oldest male friends from university in a flat in Surrey Quays, south-east London – Niaz, Kumaran and Ahmed – they were still studying as medics while I was in my first year of journalism. Our kitchen was generally crammed with tuna and tubs of cottage cheese which the guys would chow down after working out. ‘PROTEIN!’ they’d say, while I’d stifle the urge to barf. 


We would all arrive at the gym together in Ahmed’s car and the guys would head to the weights section while I would stick to two spots in the gym – the cross-trainer and the stationary bike. Sometimes the treadmill, but this was more problematic as I remember feeling hyper-aware of people looking at how slow I was running or seeing things jiggle. Which was laughable given that I literally had nothing to jiggle. Not to mention that the clothes I wore were so baggy, I could have been the three-boobed alien from Total Recall under there and people couldn’t tell. Which was sort of the point. If someone hopped on a machine next to me, I’d pretend I was finished and move away from them. And if I sensed that someone was looking at me, my skin would grow hot and it felt as if a layer had peeled off and they could see how truly worthless I was. Half the time it would turn out they weren’t looking at me at all, rather the TV screen. But that flood of shame would take a while to dissipate.


Compare this to me on the cusp of 39. 


It’s December 2019 in a huge, draughty weightlifting gym in the depths of north Devon. A powerlifting competition is taking place, which is where you do three attempts of three lifts: squat, bench press and deadlift. The goal is to lift the heaviest you can possibly handle. Clustered in front of the deadlift platform are the spectators and the judges. Behind the platform are the competing women and girls lined up in order of the weight they are going to lift. I am one of them. Our hands are white with chalk and we look nervous yet determined. 


Most of the competitors are ordinary people: we fit training in around our day jobs which range from working in accounting to being full-time students. We all have different shapes, different proportions, different aesthetics but are united by one thing: we lift heavy. On that platform, the only thing you can hide behind is your hair. Your body is clad in a one-piece singlet – similar to what you might see on a wrestler. Or a baby. Not only do you have to wear this piece of clothing, you do your lifting in front of a crowd. 


I look over on the screen and see that I’m shortly due to do my third attempt deadlift – the final lift of the day. My trainer and one of my closest friends, Jack, has been looking after all the other women in my team, giving them words of encouragement. Now he comes over to me. He looks straight into my eyes and starts speaking. ‘You’ve got this. This is yours. You can do this. Attack the bar.’ He understands how much I want this lift. It’s 130kg, over twice my own body weight, and I’ve failed it before. 


Just before I go on, I tunnel down, deep down into the core of everything that makes me, me. Everything I have overcome, all the loss, all the love, all the strength. Every door inside me is open and it floods with the sense of being limitless. 


My name is called. I step onto that platform to the roar of my teammates and friends calling my name in support. All of that fades to white, stillness and calm. Like a lightning bolt connecting me to earth and sky, that strength is summoned, and I bend down. My hands grasp the bar and I pull upwards. 


I know this isn’t a clean lift. I can feel it hitching up my leg and know almost certainly that it won’t pass the judges. But this is not about them. This is about determination, and will, and belief. My physical strength begins the work but my mental strength takes over halfway through. It is like a relay and I grasp the baton. Slowly, that bar goes up and up. I cannot, I do not, accept anything less. 


And then finally I pull the bar up and get my legs to lock out, and, just for a moment, though it feels far longer, a door opens to a place of serenity. It is calm, it is light, it is infinite. It is the point at which my mind, body and soul are utterly connected in unison and it is the purest form of freedom. In that moment, I don’t care who is watching. I don’t care that I’m wearing a glorified BabyGro. I don’t even care that technically I have failed this lift. This is the song of my body and my mind, and it is strong, and it is vast, and it is powerful. 


The only reason I was able to break away from the cycle of shame – worrying about what I looked like in Lycra or concerned about putting on weight – is because of two big life events that jolted me outside of my reality. 


The first was a hole in my heart, which I was only diagnosed with at the age of 31, despite having had it since birth. It changed my entire relationship with my body because the surgeon told me that once I had the keyhole surgery required, I would probably be able to do more than I could before. And he was right. I started running and my body felt like it had been upgraded to a race car. I remember holding onto that feeling like a beam of light and vowing I wouldn’t take my body for granted again. The second was losing Rob and realising that I didn’t just want to be mentally strong, I wanted to be physically strong. Also because I was searching for anything that would lessen the absence of him. 


Both of those types of strength were born from the need for survival but my wish is that girls and women tap into their own sense of strong without needing to experience trauma. Our individual and collective ability to endure and cope and be resilient is so vast, but we are also physically capable of so much – whether it’s creating life, grieving, holding that love and loss and pain in our body and still carrying on. What if we connected that point of physical strength to our mental strength with one straight line? What if, rather than pockets of strength, we melted it down so that it occupied an ocean of power that flowed through every corner of our lives? 


Few people put it better than the author, journalist and mental health campaigner Bryony Gordon, whose work I had followed for a long time and then we became friends. She’s extremely candid about her own mental health and speaks often about the benefits of movement and exercise. She’s known for running the London marathon in her underwear to dismantle stereotypes around body image and exercise, and has inspired and empowered so many people to accept their own bodies just a little bit more, as well as take control over certain aspects of their mental health. She has also made running accessible for countless people who may have thought it wasn’t for the likes of them. 


‘Exercise generally was something I thought you had to be good at to do it,’ she said to me. ‘It’s ridiculous when you think about it because it’s like saying only people with Michelin stars can cook. So it scared me. I thought exercise was always about me making myself smaller and thinner, and was about losses. 


‘I realised exercise was about gains and clarity and also the knowledge that your body is really strong and can carry you through long distances. With running, you don’t have to be training for a marathon to achieve those gains. But you’re giving yourself opportunities for your brain to go, oh my god my body is amazing and it’s not this piece of shit I thought it was for so long.’


What I hope you gain from reading this book is how to release some of the baggage we might be holding onto when it comes to our bodies and physical movement. It’s about working out what your story looks like in the here and now, not shackled to the Ghost of Shite P.E. Experiences Past. It’s about setting fire to the comments from people who didn’t give your body, the respect and reverence it deserves. 


It’s also really important to say this is not just about making yourself physically stronger, or to suggest that this is the only way you can get mentally stronger. When I started writing this book, I was the most physically strong I’d ever been – I could squat twice my own body weight. But by the time I finished writing the book, I had caught Covid-19 during the 2020 pandemic, and experienced longer term symptoms, now known as long covid which led to a complete shut-down of energy and strength for ten months. I could no longer rely on being physically active to manage my mental health, or use my physical ability to give me confidence. Truthfully, it almost made me unravel because the thing about long covid is how slow recovery is, but also with it being such a new illness that even experts don’t know much about, it prompted an unprecedented level of me needing to listen to my body, but also my mind, to see what it needed and how it wanted to move. The almost overnight loss of strength led to me needing to work out what else made me feel strong, and how I was able to define that in a way that was beyond what I could physically do. It struck me, as I worked through it both physically and mentally, how this adjustment around ability, self-worth and capability, is something that we do over and over again in our lives, and how vital it is to fully appreciate how strong we are in a multitude of ways. I fully recovered in January 2021 but not a day passes when I don't hold immense gratitude for my health and what it allows me to do. 


In terms of figuring out what makes you feel physically strong, well, weightlifting may not be your thing at all. It might be running, like it is for Bryony, or one of the other many different sports and activities that will be mentioned along the way. It doesn’t matter. It’s about connecting to physical activity in a way that is right for you, which is something only you can decide – and that stuff is soul-deep. 


For me, being able to lift heavy weights was something that once upon a time would have seemed impossible. I had a bad time of it in P.E. I had a hole in my heart and then I lost Rob. I’m not saying this because I want pity or a pat on the back. I’m saying that I am not exceptional but I managed to change my story. I went from a scared little girl to the strongest, fiercest version of myself. Like many of you, I spent most of my adult years beating myself up for the food I ate and believing that the main purpose of stepping into a gym was ALWAYS to lose weight and shrink, and thinking that making myself smaller was an achievement. 


Being your strongest self has got nothing to do with how far you can run or how much weight you can lift. It’s about freeing yourself from any and every limitation you have silently ingested like poison over the years. Do you want to know how to be that fierce warrior that walks the earth with your head held high, and every atom in your body humming with power and strength and wisdom? 


Well, there’s no time like the present. Let’s go. 
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