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For my mum, who’s proof that kindness and strength go hand in hand.






‘Put in the ‘work’ and this WILL be the last diet book you ever read! Shahroo’s warmth, empathy, humanity and first-hand experience of food related struggles shine through every page.’

‘I’m so happy with this book. Not only is it more enjoyable to be kind to myself instead of trying to bully myself into things, but being kind is simply a more effective way of making changes.’

‘The exercises are truly eye opening and have helped me find a new focus when it comes to my approach to food. It was nice just to feel understood!’

‘Shahroo made me realise I’m not alone, and that tuning in to my internal dialogue is helpful.’

‘Habits are hard to break and changes even harder to sustain and The Last Diet is the best approach l I have found to achieve both!’

‘A completely different take on losing weight and keeping it off. I’ve finally hit a point where I feel like I’ve managed to start to change some of the habits and ingrained thought processes that had left me struggling.’

‘Although every diet book tells you it will transform your life, Izadi’s book is the only book I know of that holistically looks at the body and mind and finally gets them working together to the same goal – a happy, content life no matter what size it is.’

‘Shahroo shares brilliant practical tips and advice for changing your mindset as well as your body.’

‘This book changed everything. Shahroo is wonderfully capable at making me feel like I can stick to a way of living, that I can be the master of my own habits and that behaviour change IS possible.’

‘This is the book I have been waiting for all my life and I’m nearly 76. I’m now into week 9 of not eating compulsively – and that may not sound much – but to me it’s magical.’

‘For those of us who have done diet after diet and who still look and weigh the exact same . . . this is the book for you! It’s changed my life! Read it, do it, live it.’

‘You will walk away from The Last Diet more empowered, more capable, more resilient than ever before. Most importantly though, you will learn self-compassion.’

‘Shahroo has subtly taught me how to treat myself with kindness and respect – something I hadn’t quite realised had been lacking to such a sad degree. This book has had a massive impact on me; in the way I talk to myself, in the way I treat my body and in the way I live my life.’

‘There are things in this book I will remember forever.’

‘The Last Diet completely changed the way I think about myself and eating.’

‘A brilliant, no nonsense approach which is practical, jargon free and written from a place of compassion and experience.’

‘The Last Diet approaches eating and weight loss from a totally fresh perspective, leading with kindness and self-care. I feel motivated, in a calm, confident way – not a punishing, restrictive way’.

‘Clear and easy to read. Credible evidence and facts. No counting calories, no cutting out different food groups! This is the real deal.’

‘This book is a warm hug to anyone who has a complicated relationship with food and their weight.’
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Foreword


All I wanted was for this book to convince people that they didn’t need to punish themselves in order to change their eating habits and manage their weight on their own terms. I got what I wanted. And yet, the lengthy and heartfelt ‘thank yous’ I receive from readers are often bittersweet.


I was far too busy worrying about whether The Last Diet would be genuinely helpful or well received to consider that behind every message of gratitude and feedback, there would be a painful story. 


A story of a young person who learned to dislike themselves and grew into an adult who had become accustomed to punishing their body. A story of someone who spent a lifetime ashamed of how they look, ashamed of their inability to manage their own habits, ashamed of the lengths they’d gone to try and change their bodies and ashamed that they didn’t feel capable – or worthy – of taking the same common sense advice they’d give their loved ones.


I could never have imagined the extent to which my own story would be told back to me, and how needlessly alone I would realise I had been this whole time.


Of course I wanted readers to relate to the case studies in the book, and to find the exercises useful, but I could never have guessed how many people would relate to the most personal parts of it – and how many would tell me that they could relate to every single word.


Not only did people not judge or ridicule my experience (as I’d spent so many sleepless nights fearing), but the compassion that readers of The Last Diet have shown me has surpassed anything I could have hoped for or imagined in my wildest dreams. Many shared that the similarities they saw in my story helped them to find compassion for themselves. I can absolutely relate to this every time I’m overwhelmed with empathy and compassion for readers and their very familiar experiences.


Turns out, it wasn’t just me who had grown accustomed to spending all day thinking about what I would (or wouldn’t) eat, or replaying a constant internal soundtrack about myself and my body that was unkind and unfair. Readers now regularly share with me that they too got to a stage where they’d have chosen to change their eating habits even if the by-product wasn’t weight loss, just so they could reclaim their ‘brain space’.


I now know for sure that I was far from alone in feeling completely misunderstood when I’d hear people trivialise the very thing I found most challenging, but stayed quiet; assuming it was just me who had something wrong with them. Naturally, I knew that people struggled with their weight and their eating habits, of course I did. I guess deep down though, I still always assumed that the way I thought and behaved was more shameful than anyone else.


Thanks to the honest discussions that this book has facilitated, I’ve been able to really clarify for myself how I can be body positive and want to manage a weight that feels right for my body simultaneously. I’m now able to share some of the lengths I went to in order to be in any other body; extreme measures that I wasn’t ready to talk about when this book was first published out of fear and shame.


I thought that writing The Last Diet would mark the end of a process for me, but the stories it’s opened my eyes to have made me realise that it was in fact the beginning of a very new chapter. One where I’d find that the next step after showing myself the same compassion I show others was to learn that none of us deserve to feel shame, either. And one where I’m committed to doing whatever I can, however scary it may be, to make it so that the experiences I share in this book are one day no longer relatable. 


Readers of The Last Diet have helped me to understand who I’m best placed to help, support and truly connect with: it’s those who believe that diets not only made them like themselves less, but resulted in them gaining weight over time and not trusting themselves around food. Those who, like me, are anti diet culture and would never recommend diets to their children; who are all for intuitive eating styles and moderation, but who know that a lot of unlearning needs to happen before they can make those shifts from an authentic and honest place. Those who are caught between a world that wouldn’t accept them the way they were, and is now asking them to love themselves – with urgency. Those who believe wholeheartedly that their unwanted weight comes as a direct result of being unkind to themselves and eating in ways that don’t make them feel good. Those who want to learn to love food and themselves. The fact that people from all over the world now share with me that The Last Diet has enabled them to do just that, makes it hands down the most important thing I’ve created in my life.


If you’re reading this and you suspect that your story might be similar to mine (and that of so many other readers), all I can ask is that you try to believe me when I say there is another way, and that change is possible.


We have nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing is wrong with us – and nothing ever was.
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To find out more about behavioural change and creating healthy new habits, find me online @ShahrooIzadi or in ‘The Last Diet Crew’ Facebook group, a community for sharing and motivation. I’d love to hear from you and find out how your Last Diet journey is progressing.
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introduction



The last time you ever start from scratch again



I’m going to show you how to enjoyably manage your weight for the rest of your life, and I’ll do it without telling you what to eat. Because, both from my personal experience of losing eight stone and through my professional experience of working in addiction treatment, I know that telling people how and why they should change is not effective. As a behavioural change specialist in private practice, I help people to achieve their weight-loss goals, whatever they may be, in whatever way best suits their bodies and lives.


I suspect you already know how to literally lose weight, and if you don’t, then the briefest of Google searches will bring up all the nutritional information and dietary guidance you need to lose weight sensibly. The basic formulas for safe and effective weight management are widely available and our pool of effective diet options is growing every day.


So, if the problem isn’t knowing what you need to do, or knowing how to do it, then why haven’t you done it yet? These are the questions that this book is here to help you to answer, and your responses will enable you to create a weight-management plan that is specifically tailored to your needs. One that has your overall wellbeing in mind.


We often underestimate the amount of thought that is needed in order to create a truly sustainable default ‘way of eating’ for someone who has always struggled. We make the mistake of thinking that simply desire, desperation or visible results are enough to keep some people on track.


I imagine that the reason you bought this book is to understand why you even need it. I suspect it’s not knowledge of a specific diet you’re looking for, but self-knowledge. That’s why, when it comes to helping plan the specifics of what you’ll be eating or not eating to lose and maintain weight, I won’t profess to know what choices are best for your body. Instead I will simply provide the guidance you need to draw out your own wisdom. The Last Diet needs you to get on board with the belief that, regardless of why you want to lose weight, how much you want to lose or what practical route you choose to take, your results won’t be sustained in a meaningful way unless you commit to:




1. Liking yourself more every day


2. Getting to know yourself better every day


3. Believing in yourself more every day





People often believe that they’ll only be capable of doing these things once they’ve reached a goal weight or size. Quite the opposite is true. Starting to be kinder to yourself immediately (regardless of your weight) will make weight-loss goals easier to achieve – although you may have to change your definition of what ‘being kinder’ means, but we’ll come to that later. For many of you, redefining what ‘kind decisions’ are when it comes to our bodies will bring about the biggest shift in how you see weight loss.


I hope that one day, weight-loss books will simply be evidence-based updates of food and exercise guidance for those who want to literally lose fat from their bodies for whatever reason is important to them. Perhaps because they’re prone to putting on weight easily, and they’d just prefer not to, for their own good reasons. As it stands however, almost all of the conversations I have with people about their struggles to shift unwanted weight feature themes like low self-esteem, negative body image and self-sabotage. Luckily though, things seem to be going in the right direction. People are starting to realise what I’ve seen to be the case over and over again: believing you’re entitled to be happy regardless of your size is actually what helps you to be a size you’re happy with.


So, with that in mind, The Last Diet is a kinder weight-loss plan, that focuses on written exercises designed to increase your self-esteem and self-awareness, not simply physical exercises designed to make you lose fat. This book will help you to design a long-term eating, exercise and wellbeing routine – on purpose. One with self-created guidelines that you’re OK with following, even when it’s difficult. Because it’s much harder to rebel against your diet when you know you created it yourself, and that you put in a lot of work to make sure it’s the one with your overall best interests at heart.


Although the word ‘diet’ gets a bad rap, it needn’t only be associated with fads and miracle cures. Of course your diet will play a part in the process of you losing weight and keeping it off. The same way it will have played a part in you gaining weight or not being able to keep it off. Your diet is simply a description of things you consume. In this sense, you’re always on a diet, it just may not be a predictable one, or one that you’ve chosen on purpose.


This book is for those who want to create their diet on purpose. Those who have come to realise that without some basic guidelines to follow, their current automatic eating habits will result in their bodies looking and feeling a way they’re not happy with. Some people will conclude through the exploratory, preparatory exercises in this book that they can create broad, loose guidelines, while others will decide they need more specific ones.


Some people will never need a book like this. They can’t understand how anyone would feel they need to follow self-imposed rules that keep them from enjoying the ‘relatively harmless joy and comfort’ that food is, whenever they like, and just ‘knowing when to stop’. From my experience, these people tend to fall into one of these two categories. Some fall into both. I was always particularly jealous of those people:




1. People who can eat however and whatever they choose, and be content with how those choices make them look and feel


2. People who, regardless of what’s going on in their lives, are able to make natural and spontaneous choices for their bodies that are in their best interests long term





You may find it impossible to imagine you could ever belong to one of these categories. But I truly that believe we all can, some of us just need extra help staying in them. I now consider myself to exist in one of those categories most of the time. That said, I still sometimes have to remember that I wasn’t always one of those people, and that in order to avoid subtly gaining unwanted weight long term, I’ll always need simple default eating guidelines to fall back on.


Throughout this book, I use examples from my own experience of struggling with losing weight and keeping it off. I also draw on the stories of clients I’ve met through my private practice and habit-change workshops. You will read jargon-free explanations of the approaches I learned working in addiction treatment; motivational concepts that I’ve seen change people’s entire lives for the better. You’ll understand why, as soon as I realised the same concepts work for weight loss, I became dedicated to telling everyone about them immediately.


In essence, if you learn the fundamentals of motivation and good planning, you will always feel equipped to understand and change unwanted habits that may emerge around food and exercise, for the rest of your life, without handing yourself over to an ‘expert’ who needs time to get to know you. The ultimate ‘way of eating’ you create during this process will eventually become your new normal. But maybe in five years your body or your routine will change, or life circumstances will mean that you can’t stick to the same plan anymore. Or you just don’t want to. If and when that happens, you can return to the exercises in this book to find everything you need to create a new plan that suits your needs.


For some people, losing weight using this book will be a very simple and practical process of planning things like food choices more consciously and making sure they stay motivated until their new habits can be trusted to their autopilot. Their inability to maintain the weight they want isn’t caused by anything much deeper than what they eat and how much they do or don’t move around; in other words, their unwanted eating habits aren’t wrapped up in strong emotional needs, current or historical. Perhaps they simply associate food with fuel, joy and comfort, but some of the food types and quantities they eat happen to be making them gain or maintain unwanted weight. Perhaps they don’t believe any of their value lies in whether they are slim. But it’s of course still their prerogative to look how they like, and they just happen to want to be slimmer. Maybe they’ve never needed to diet in the past but their bodies just aren’t playing ball with the status quo anymore.


I was never one of these people. The way I’m made up physically means I’ve always naturally gained weight very quickly. Still, I always knew that staying overweight was largely due to what I ate, and most importantly why and how I ate it. How much I moved around played a part too, but not such a big one. Throughout my life, there have been a number of reasons why I have eaten in ways that make me gain weight, ranging from:




• Frequent snacking and bingeing on large quantities of unquestionably fattening foods in an attempt to relieve anxiety, stress and low mood


• Loving fattening foods and finding them extremely comforting


• Unconsciously wanting to stay overweight


• Yo-yo dieting and extended bingeing in response to falling off track with restrictive plans


• A childhood spent scheming to get my hands on forbidden ‘fattening’ foods


• Abusing food to relieve myself from the realisation that I was abusing food


• Never establishing what a healthy, ‘normal’ way to eat was for my body





How it works


You will use the guidance provided in this book to create a ‘normal’ way to eat that suits your needs, based on undisputed, common sense principles. Regardless of your current eating style, this process includes the elements we can all agree are a good idea in the short and long term, like:




• Staying hydrated


• Eating vegetables


• Not staying hungry for long


• Eating a variety of foods


• Eating mindfully and enjoying the process of eating


• Not consuming large amounts of sugar


• Not eating in ways that make you feel anxious or in a low mood


• Not eating in ways that make you feel tired or sluggish


• Not eating compulsively


• Eating in ways that give you sustained energy as opposed to a quick ‘hit’


• Eating in ways that help you feel focused and energetic


• Eating in ways that give your body a sense of true nourishment





Essentially, The Last Diet is an opportunity to learn how to make choices for your body and mind that you’d want a loved one to make for theirs. That is the most important habit you will develop during this entire process, and one that will make it most meaningful across every area of your life, as well as helping you to achieve your weight-loss goals.









my story



I know you because I am you



The Last Diet was created largely from my experience in two main areas:




1. A lifelong struggle with my weight


2. A career in addiction treatment





There’s no denying it, I was a chubby baby. At some point in my childhood, I started realising that my body was causing concern to those around me. When I was around nine years old, my mother began worrying that my weight was becoming an issue. So she started changing what she cooked at home and drawing my attention to the things I ate that I shouldn’t eat so much of. She didn’t tell me outright that it was because those foods were causing me to gain weight and that gaining weight was a bad thing. And, as a child, I simply picked up on the fact that there was now a new way to be ‘good’ or ‘bad’. This was the first time I realised that some foods were naughty and that eating them would make people unhappy with me.


I had already started to suspect something was up. I remember kids in junior school asking me why I was bigger than them. I remember being in a school uniform shop once when I was about ten and the shop assistant telling my mum that the sizes didn’t go up any higher, and that she’d have to start altering my skirts. My mum then started to sew extra panels into the side and, when I went to school, I realised that parts of my skirt were a very slightly different shade to other girls’.


As I became more aware that there was something ‘wrong’ with me, I became more dependent on behaviours like bingeing and secret eating that would cause me to gain a lot of weight very quickly. As soon as I had a chance to consume the foods that my mother had controlled at home to slow down my weight gain, I would eat them like there was no tomorrow. I would obsess over getting my hands on them and strategise to ensure I could be alone with them. I would lie about how much of them I had eaten. I’m not proud to admit the lengths I’d go to for ‘hit’ of the forbidden foods. And it was very much a hit, because that’s the other force that was embedding my dependency on the forbidden foods: they were very high in sugar and fat. Food addiction was a very real part of my life before I understood what it was or indeed that it even existed.


In a similar way to what happens with many drugs, my tolerance grew and eventually I needed more of those hits more frequently to get my fix. As a result, I continued to gain weight at a rapid pace. By the time I was about twelve, the GP was telling me I was obese, and I had already grown very accustomed to being told by my peers that I was fat (and that being fat was a bad thing).


During secondary school, I started believing that boys didn’t fancy fat girls and fat girls aren’t popular unless they’re funny or have something else to bring to the table. These assumptions began to turn into a self-fulfilling belief, where for example I would choose to stay at home and binge instead of going to a party, because I decided that while I was fat, I wasn’t going to have much fun. TV shows and movies didn’t help either. It seemed to be a very common storyline that it wasn’t until someone lost weight that they became desirable, popular and self-respecting.


Both my relationship with food and with my weight started to become a problem I desperately wanted to deal with. I went to my mum asking for help and, with the best intentions in the world, she started calling for back up. She approached the issue from every angle you could think of. Anything to stop me crying when I’d come home and say someone had made fun of me at school. We’d go to nutritionists, slimming clubs, dieticians, herbalists, hormone specialists and hypnotists. We came at the problem from two angles:




1. Find out what’s wrong with my body


2. Find out how not to be fat anymore





My mum would sit there and explain (what she thought was) the whole story to the ‘experts’ over and over again. What she didn’t know was that at this stage I wasn’t sure whether it was my secret binges on the forbidden foods that was the issue or if it was a problem with the way my body was working. By this point, I wasn’t aware of how much I was already using food as a drug to help me cope with all the social, physical and emotional discomforts of being overweight. Since so many of my impulsive, rebellious, opportunistic eating habits had developed in secret, I didn’t register how my actions were spiralling. Plus, I was just a kid!


During the initial consultations and assessments, I was made very aware of how long my weight had been causing concern. I witnessed countless pitches from experts who I realise now could only sell my mum a fix if they concluded that I needed fixing. I became more and more conscious that something was the matter with me and that it was costing those around me time, money and energy to try to fix it (however hard they tried to hide this fact from me). Behind every consultation room door was a new person who would weigh me, prod me, confirm something was wrong with me and offer me a cure.


As a result of many of these appointments, I would adopt various ‘expert-recommended’ crash diets, and I genuinely wanted them to change my body and my life. But of course, they never did, because every time I fell off the wagon, I would binge. By my mid-teens, I seriously didn’t want to be overweight anymore and was prepared to do anything to make that possible. Plus, my mum and I were a team, and although she never put pressure on me, she knew the rules I was meant to be following for each different attempt. Quite naturally, she was disappointed when I couldn’t keep up the plans because she knew how desperately I wanted to be slimmer. The problem was that she couldn’t really be the team mate she wanted to be because she didn’t know the level my dependence on food had reached. Even if I’d wanted to, I didn’t have anywhere near enough insight or self-awareness to explain what was going on for me.


So, over and over again I’d fall off track with these plans, become disillusioned and end up heavier than when I started. Any success they brought eventually became a curse, because the diets that gave me quick transformations were the ones I couldn’t sustain, the ones that made life miserable. People would applaud me when I was visibly smaller, but they would notice every time I gained weight too. This of course made me feel self-conscious and afraid of being judged, as well as fostering the belief that people preferred me when I wasn’t fat.


I reinforced this belief throughout my life, associating not being able to manage my weight with disappointments in other areas. I would look for evidence to confirm my suspicion that being fat was bad. And of course, growing up in the nineties as a girl in the Western world, there was a lot of it flying around.


Since my eating habits became entirely associated with my weight from such a young age, from birth to the time I went to university to study psychology, my ‘way of eating’ had looked like this:




• Breast milk


• Food my mum knew was healthy for kids in general


• Food my mum knew would help me lose weight + secret binges


• Extreme diet plans


• Extreme diet plans + secret binges


• Food my mum knew would help me lose weight + secret binges


• Extreme diet plans


• Extreme diet plans + secret binges


• Etc.





When my parents dropped me off on campus to live on my own for the first time at university, I was already close to being my heaviest ever. However, I had decided that I would transform while I was there, eventually, by starving myself. And so in the meantime I would eat whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted, however I wanted for the first time in my life. And oh boy, did I go for it. In that first term of university I ate in a way that caused me to gain a lot more weight. I also developed a regular weed smoking habit that didn’t help matters. It was a disastrous marriage of substances, joining together to help me avoid and delay emotional discomfort as well as making me want to eat more.


As I grew closer to some of my friends at university, I discovered that they had a very different relationship with food than I did. When we went to the supermarket, they knew which ingredients to buy in order to cook a number of meals that were part of their ordinary way of eating. I, on the other hand, was leaving with shopping bags full of either celery and seeds or chips and trifles. I didn’t have a dozen ‘meals’ in mind because my meals had always consisted of things my mum had cooked and things that were forbidden. Both for cultural reasons and the fact my mum reigned over the kitchen in my house, the only meals I ate regularly were either way too complicated for me to want to learn how to cook, or way too ‘healthy’ for me to be convinced to cook. A ‘big shop’ for me often involved picking what I wanted to eat that day and just multiplying it by fourteen to last me two weeks.


I carried on like this into my second year of university, until I got to a point where I was used to waking up feeling lethargic and heavy. It’s lucky I wasn’t interested in alcohol at that time, as I imagine that would have made the situation much worse. During this time there were of course still attempts to lose weight. Although I told my mum that I was done with all the expert outsourcing, I was still determined to one day be slim. After all, my flawed belief system told me that it wasn’t until I had lost weight that I could really go out, take up the space I deserve to and enjoy my life.


I’d got to a stage where if I caught myself starting to feel good or enjoy myself for whatever reason, I would immediately think ‘this would be so much better if I wasn’t still fat’. Often, I would catch a glimpse of myself and not only realise that I had expanded but also that I had stopped taking pride in my appearance and my surroundings. So, in response, I would punish myself by deciding to embark on another crash diet and life transformation plan. These would commence between one and five times a week, and last for anything between one hour and six weeks. But now they were harder to keep to than when I lived at home, since I didn’t have a routine or any supervision. Plus, my addictive eating patterns had a hold on me that made the withdrawals really painful whenever I’d try to rashly deprive myself, thinking that’s what I deserved for letting things get to this stage.


I was also able to adopt much more extreme diets, ones that my mum would understandably never have allowed. I started abusing laxatives and taking appetite suppressants from the internet that were essentially amphetamines. I could go days without eating if I wanted to, without anyone noticing. So not only was university a fertile ground for my food addiction to spiral, it was also the perfect place for my quick-fix, all-or-nothing, lose weight at any cost thinking to get worse.


I even very briefly had a gastric band fitted in secret. That threw into the mix a lot of fear, shame, vomiting, pain and medical complications.


Plus it didn’t fix anything – aside from the fact it obviously did nothing to address my relationship with food, the kinds of foods I’d always binged on were ‘soft’ and could pass through the band anyway. 


Whilst the procedure itself may have been completely reversible, the process was psychologically scarring. I was left feeling more hopeless than ever and so isolated in my sadness. It was only very recently that I’ve been able to talk about it without getting upset. 


You’d think that an experience like that would have made me take it easier on my body, but quite the opposite was true. As soon as the band got taken out, I got straight back on the yo-yo wagon. The realization that even such an extreme intervention couldn’t ‘work’ on me made me want to punish my body even more. That said, the lengths I showed myself I was prepared to go to alone also reminded me of how desperately I wanted to change. So, I kept signing up for new diets and pills and miracle cures.


On one occasion, I continued long after the usual six weeks, and although I used a combination of very unhealthy methods, I managed to lose a lot of weight. I went from a size 20 to a size 8. For the first time in my entire life, I was undeniably thin.


So, I lived as a thin person for a couple of years during my last year of university and the year following it. My hair was thinning and I struggled to focus, but I didn’t care because for the first time I was thin. Although you will have gathered that this story doesn’t end well, I have to admit that it was all that I’d hoped it would be in a lot of ways, but largely because I’d spent my life treating it as the criterion I needed to meet in order to enjoy myself.


I wore the clothes I’d always dreamt of wearing; I went on a holiday and wore a bikini the whole time; I stood up straight and acted more spontaneously. Plus, the world applauded me. And not just because of my achievement, because I was thin. I wish this wasn’t true but it was. I knew this because coming into contact with new people as a slim person was an entirely different experience. The suspicions I’d had that fat people weren’t treated as well as thin people – at least in the UK – were confirmed. When I met people for the first time as a slim person and told them how much weight I’d lost, they usually reacted to my ‘before’ pictures with shock and horror. ‘That doesn’t even look like you!’, ‘Wow, what an achievement, you looked ten years older then!’, ‘You look SO much better now’, ‘Make sure you keep up the good work!’, ‘It just suits your face more to be thin’, ‘Boys must be queuing up now . . .’ I lapped it up.


Then there were the people who knew and cared for me, who communicated their relief that I was finally thin. They treated my weight loss as a done deal, a solution to a problem that had been low-key concerning everyone for a while, not least because of how much it concerned me. Everything was fixed as far as other people were concerned, and I deserved praise, so they were happy to tell me how much better I looked.


But it wasn’t a fix. They didn’t know that I hadn’t found a long-term solution to staying slim other than things like skipping meals, white knuckling it and abusing appetite suppressants. Plus, every time someone told me how much better I looked now, it made me think they didn’t think I looked fine before. Nonetheless, in the short term at least, people reacting positively to my weight loss spurred me on.


Predictably, the combination of not knowing what to eat to maintain my new size and needing constant external validation meant that once the compliments died down and it turned out that all life’s problems hadn’t disappeared, I subtly started lapsing. I ate to deal with the disappointment of slimness not being the solution to my low self-esteem and also because I was starving all the time. I slipped back into old ways – in that I slipped back into no ‘ways’, just impulsive, isolated binges – and my weight crept back on until, before I knew it, I wasn’t thin anymore. It was like it had all been a dream. I was back where I started and, although it made me desperately sad and disillusioned, it was also strangely comforting in its familiarity and predictability.


Over the next few years, well into my late twenties, I repeated this pattern of losing huge amounts of weight at rapid speeds once I’d hit another ‘rock bottom’ and then gaining it again. Many had learned to stop commenting on my always fluctuating weight. As an old colleague once said when I walked into a meeting after four months of not seeing her, ‘Oh you’re thin again! We were all just debating whether we thought you’d be thin or not this time.’ I’d say that between the ages of 23 and 30, I spent 20 per cent of the time very slim, 60 per cent very overweight and the other 20 per cent in the transition process.


By this time, I had started living in London. I got my master’s degree and when it came to choosing an area of psychology to specialise in, I chose addiction. I started with an unpaid, one-year placement in an NHS service in north-west London, where I was introduced to the world of addiction treatment for the first time. Admittedly, when I walked into the waiting room on the first day for my induction, I remember wondering whether a placement somewhere like this was really going to be worth working two side-jobs for. But just hours into my job there, I knew I’d found my career path for life.


Day after day, I witnessed people’s entire lives transform thanks to the help they were getting from my colleagues. I grew obsessed, and gave my role more time and energy than I’d ever given any paid role before. I wanted to learn as much as I could. I soon figured out that one of the best ways to learn was to work on the reception desk. This way I could speak to the patients, hear their stories, help them with forms and make them tea. I learned how to really listen to people and make them feel heard.


As the months passed and my obsession with my role grew evident to my colleagues, I started being given more responsibility. By the end of my placement I was confident that I could go straight into a paid addiction worker role, and that’s what I did. My new job was to assess and treat drug addicts using a range of the latest motivational tools, which I was continuously trained in. In contrast to the NHS placement, I was no longer in clinical environments, so most of the approaches I used were focused on motivational exercises, talking therapies and support groups as opposed to prescriptions and risk assessments.


I kept working my way up in the field until eventually I became a consultant and trainer, advising healthcare organisations on the best approaches to use in addiction treatment.


I became knowledgeable in new approaches I had never heard of, and built on what I already knew from my first-hand experience and previous training. I started to travel across the country delivering training to clinical, community and prison staff teams, all of whom wanted additional tools to help them motivate their complex and resistant clients to make lasting changes that they could sustain independently.
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