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  What people are saying about




 Lessons I Have Unlearned




 Florence makes you feel like you are having a heart to heart with an old friend. She is honest about the reality of life and vulnerable about her own journey in a way that is refreshing and screams ‘you are not alone!’. Florence wades right in to discussions about identity and spirituality, speaking to those inner voices which all of us battle, with clarity and fluency. I highly recommend this book for every person, because we all battle fear and insecurity and have to come to terms with a life which has not turned out the way we expected. There are no easy answers, but this book is an encouragement that hope remains.




 Selina Stone, Tutor and Lecturer in Political Theology at St Mellitus College




 Witty and cutthroat, Florence managed to shred me to pieces whilst I laughed out loud in public. An insightful exploration of the madness of postmodern life, calling us back to a truth we all once knew: that intimacy with God and each other can never be replaced.




 Tom Cozens, Director of owlinspace




 This book is a wonderful testament to Gildea’s splendid intellect and humanity. It is a deeply moving and personal description of the fight against mental illness and the role that faith can play in coming out the other side.




 Frank Field, Member of Parliament 1979–2019




 Very few books meet you where you’re at, making no assumptions about you and gently ease you into the absolute common sense of believing and saying yes to Jesus and his Kingdom. This one does.




 Martin Saunders, Deputy CEO of Youthscape and author of The Man You’re Made To Be




 This is a gem of a book, packed with biblical wisdom, honesty and hope. It blessed me and will help many others.




 Emma Scrivener, Author of A New Name: Grace and Healing for Anorexia; A New Day: Moving on from Hunger, Anxiety, Control, Shame, Anger and Despair, and What Does the Bible Really Say About Eating Disorders?




 This book is a rich, wise and thoughtful exploration of some of the deepest issues facing young adults today. Read it to be challenged, informed and inspired.




 Reverend Mark Woods, Editor at the Bible Society, Baptist Minister. And author of Does the Bible Really Say That? Challenging our Assumptions in the Light of Scripture.
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Introduction





  I didn’t expect my life to look like this.




  These words have come out of my own mouth more times than I can count. They’ve been uttered too by my friends on park benches and pews, in coffee shops and public bathrooms, over the phone and through a screen as, one by one, their hearts have been broken by the harsh realities of growing up. These words have come out in forced laughs, in gasps between tears, and in pained sighs. I feel like I know them inside and out, back to front, like they’re etched somewhere deep inside my soul.




  We grew up with the expectation that life would be easy, that there was a conveyor belt which we could jump on and be carried through from one milestone to the next. Go to university, get on the career ladder, then the property ladder, fall in love, get married, have a family. Then, sit back, relax and enjoy. We also knew exactly who we wanted to be when we grew up. I eagerly looked forward for the day when she’d be there staring back at me in the mirror: the woman-who-had-it-all. Confident and bubbly, smart and beautiful; a go-getter who was also the life and soul of the party. This was the ideal, the type of person destined for stardom and success. And, in a culture cluttered with rags-to-riches stories and reality TV contests, we didn’t want to be a statistic: we wanted to be a somebody.




  Maybe it’s a sign of how fortunate we were growing up that we made these assumptions. For some people, from the moment they open their eyes, the world strikes them as cruel. But recognising that seems to offer little comfort when your expectations are shattered and you’re left wondering why you have forfeited the smooth journey through life that you thought was your due, and whether it was because you did something wrong. Often, looking for an easy target, we heap blame on ourselves for taking a wrong turn, rather than reckoning that joy and heartache are hopelessly entangled, and that no life, not even a single chapter of it, is free from challenge or pain. Nope, we cross our arms, stick our chins forward and stubbornly insist that it must be possible to lead a life reminiscent of a feel-good movie; it’s just that we’ve slipped up somewhere. The conveyor belt really does exist, we just need to find our way back onto it.




  But then it happens again. And again. And either we are left feeling like we are hopelessly broken and incapable of being in the world, or the penny drops: life isn’t like the movies. It will never look like it did in the pictures.




  I grew up with a clear road map for my life, and enough gumption to think I could bring it into reality. It wasn’t so much one I designed for myself as one I absorbed by osmosis. My parents went to Cambridge University, so I planned to go there as well. My mum was a successful career woman, so I aimed to boast of power suits and a six-figure salary. A husband and 2.4 children seemed an inevitable part of the package deal. This was the only way I could envision success, and my school reports were positive enough for me to presume that was within reach. All I had to do, I thought, was try hard and keep to the rules. Then everything would go as planned.




  But it didn’t. Before I had even left home, that blueprint was torn into shreds. By the time I was seventeen, battling mental illness, feelings of self-loathing and inadequacy had become my full-time job, my every breath. The world I had thought was so easily controllable came to seem unfathomably chaotic and unkind. Even the person I thought I was – vivacious, outgoing and confident – had been lost beneath the waves. Life has never since felt like a train-track. It’s more like an etch-a-sketch: random, circuitous, and sometimes I lose sight of the line altogether.




  And yet, that random squiggle is more beautiful than any neat flowchart I could have designed for myself. Because God has peppered that path with love and beauty and joy in the most unexpected places. It was at rock bottom that I first properly encountered Jesus as someone more than a baby in a manger or an animated figure in a cartoon from Religious Education lessons. It was in a dark, dank pit of despair that I heard of this thing called grace and its promise that there was nothing I could do to make God love me more or less. I grabbed onto it with all the faith I could muster. Postage stamp-sized as it was, it was enough to keep me going. I would have liked a battleship kind of rescue – one which meant I could plough through the waves and never again be jolted or jostled from my course. But it was more like a makeshift life raft: something to hold onto, something to save me from myself, but which I could not steer or direct. It would have to be God who captained the vessel. I would be saved by grace and live by grace, dependent on it each day.




  Continuing to take life one step at a time, I have no route mapped out for myself let alone anyone else. But there’s something about sharing stories – a secret, gentle power which strengthens our souls. When we first find ourselves at ground zero, we scramble about for anything to start building with so that we don’t have to fully reckon with our feelings of hurt and betrayal. We cry out to God for a plan to tell us what to build and to give us the tools to help us do it as quickly as possible – ideally before anyone notices that we are falling apart at the seams. In my experience, God often tries something else: He draws out other dwellers in the wilderness. We didn’t notice them at first because we instinctively jumped into self-protection mode, but there they are, emerging from the shadows, bearing wounds which resemble ours. He doesn’t plaster over the pain, but He somehow makes us whole, by binding us to the similarly wounded. Although the life we were building for ourselves remains debris at our feet, travelling with these fellow nomads gives us an undeniable sense of home.




  We didn’t think we’d end up here. This isn’t the one we circled in the catalogue. But God has already trod this ground before you. And trust me, even here, off the map, is holy ground.




  Some books give you diagnostic labels to attach to yourself after a dose of rumination and self-introspection – a number or a series of letters that are apparently the key to unlocking who you are and how you came to be so. I’ve turned to them in the past to try to work out what setting I am stuck on. They can be helpful, but these labels can also be too sticky for their own good – other weapons to hit ourselves over the head with; identities that feel like prisons; other phrases we use as synonyms for ‘not good enough’ or ‘not who I wish I was’. I haven’t the expertise to so specifically categorise the cause of your woes. But I know one thing you are, one of the most important things about you actually, and that is that you are not alone. I know that you never have been and you never will be.




  I think you need to know that more than you need another cliched fridge magnet telling you to make lemonade with the lemons life has given you, or that every cloud has a silver lining. The positive affirmations that circulate endlessly on social media long ago began to sound vapid. The truth is you deserve better. You have come to a place where complexity and nuance abound, and there can be no squeezing life back into neat compartments and categories. Debris can never again be a puzzle piece. But there is freedom in unpicking the lies that got under our skin and chipped away at our joy. The ones we absorbed and amen’d because we were so eager to please and so desperate to fit in. These are the lessons I have unlearned so far, and the ones I imagine you’re peeling back too.







  



  
1. How to have everything under control





  Supreme above our cravings for caffeine, crisps and chocolate is our addiction to control. Since the dawn of time, we’ve sought to satiate our longing for peace, contentment and security through owning and controlling what we can. From the first bite of the forbidden fruit, we have wanted God-like mastery over the world around us. Sometimes we’ve used spiritual means to tell us the future and shape it to our liking, as with the ancient practices of divination, sorcery and superstition. But now we mostly succour our addiction with technology – it gives us say over the shape of our bodies through plastic surgery, over the DNA of potentially any living organism through genetic engineering, and, with virtual reality, can even allow us to create whole new worlds, just the way we want them. And if the independence of other people irritates your need for control, then you can always surround yourself with companion robots, virtual assistants, dating simulations and avatars – programmed to heed your every command, answer your every query, and all without the risk of conflict or desertion.




  The unknowable, the unpredictable, the unfathomable are all shrinking domains, crowded out by projections and strategies, forecasts and filters. Or, at least, we hope they are. Otherwise, we’d have to face the fallibility and frailty of the human condition. We’d have to forego our certainty and to answer questions with ‘I don’t know’. We’d have to accept our place on earth, often shrouded in fog, rather than aloof above it.




  That impulse to minimise uncertainty runs deep within my own heart. In primary school, we were asked whether we’d most like a jet-pack so we could fly or special X-ray glasses which would allow us to read minds. I picked the specs in a heartbeat, and my fantasy of having constant, real-time feedback about what people were thinking about me only grew more intoxicating over time. If I had that, I’d be effectively immune from shame and rejection, which by my late teenage years, I had experienced enough to last a lifetime. Enough to convince me that there was something rotten at my core. Something that, as soon as anyone got close to me, acted like a reverse magnet, propelling them away. I wasn’t sure what it was. I couldn’t tell if I was too much, not enough, or somehow, paradoxically, both. The not-knowing made it even harder to accept.




  I hadn’t always felt so toxic. When I was younger, I had a near magical ability with my petite frame, my rosy cheeks and my bookishness to wrap grown-ups around my little finger. But when I went to secondary school, I hit a roadblock. Someone had rudely moved the goalposts without notifying me. If smarts and studiousness had hitherto served me well, they were now my downfall. Instead, well-applied make-up, an apathetic demeanour and popularity with boys were the keys to the top of the social ladder. I, unfortunately, was small, stumpy, with limp, unstyled hair. Evidently, I had peaked too soon.




  So, I rearranged the furniture of my personality in an effort to protect myself, hiding the pieces I thought were repellent and adopting whichever traits seemed to earn others’ affirmation. I became like a Rubik’s cube, twisting to suit every palette, to ensure maximum appeal and minimum conflict. But with each turn, the creak was a little louder, the rub a little more painful: it was obvious that I was playing a part and so I never ended up feeling like I belonged. I was always the one having to prove myself. The butt of the joke. The more people noticed my thin skin, the more they jabbed and prodded at it.




  Tired of being exposed as a fraud and left behind, I wanted as much distance as possible from all the selves I had tried to be. There was one makeover left to try. One part of my personality that had been a constant which I could shed, to see if that was what had been the deal-breaker all along: my appetite. I was known for being unreserved around food: a whole loaf of bread for lunch, a family-sized chocolate bar after school, and ordering whatever came with chips and gravy when we went out to eat. I didn’t think twice about it. Until now.




  How could I have missed it? Every movie and magazine I had ever seen had been quite clear about what a woman had to be in order to be loved: skinny. I had naïvely believed my mum when she told me I was beautiful. From now on, I wouldn’t be so cavalier. I would think not just twice but two hundred times about each and every bite. I would submit to what I euphemistically called ‘the routine’: a meticulous, to-the-minute schedule which governed my every move and my every thought.




  First thing before school was porridge – thirty-five grams of oats, ninety millilitres of soya milk, ninety millilitres of water. I added water because even zero-fat, plant-based milk seemed too gluttonous. By eleven in the morning, I’d be near-to-fainting ravenous, counting down the minutes until quarter past twelve when lunchtime began. I would fast lose the ability to concentrate on the work in front of me, but knew I could catch up when I got home since I had done a decent job of pushing my friends away, leaving me with all my evenings and weekends free.




  Then lunchtime. I’d punish myself by not opening my lunchbox until fifteen minutes after the bell had gone to delay the next hunger pangs until later in the afternoon, and to prove to myself that I was iron-willed enough to overcome biology, strong enough to last through the light-headedness. Inside my Tupperware was the same lunch I precisely weighed and cooked every night: eight prawns, seven broccoli and cauliflower florets, three baby carrots and thirty-five grams of fresh egg noodles (more expensive but fewer calories than the dried alternative, and it was clear which was my priority). I’d eat the vegetables first, then the prawns and finally the noodles as they did the most to keep me full, and I thought that the three minutes which separated them from the broccoli was crucial to avoid collapsing before the bell went at quarter past three.




  After school, I would get off the bus a couple of stops early so I’d have to walk longer and then I’d try to take my mind off the hunger that was building up by doing Pilates with a home exercise video. The video was divided into six five-minute sessions, and I’d aim to do at least three, maximising the amount of work done in each one by beginning each exercise – which I knew off by heart – before the instructor began speaking. The extra 10 seconds or so was bound to burn away more of the body I had come to despise.




  The next thing on the bare-bones menu I had drawn up for myself was a hot chocolate (made with water, of course, instead of milk). This was my moment of indulgence: I would watch it in front of the TV (which I gave myself permission to watch for twenty minutes per day) and drink it with a teaspoon so that I could savour every drop. In fact, I ate all meals with a particular teaspoon, mug and bowl which I refused to let anyone else touch, even to wash them. I never ate anything on a plate – a plate seemed too large, too empty, visually demanding to be filled while everything in me cried out to be kept empty.




  As the months wore on, my tummy stopped rumbling; it somehow knew that audibly demanding attention was useless. My body didn’t make a sound to register its hunger: I simply became unable to move. I would freeze, feeling like a ghost, a hair’s width away from oblivion. That was when I knew I had to eat. Only then would I cave. That weakness came each day before it was time to make dinner. I would have a bath beforehand, first, to save energy (fun fact: you can’t collapse if you’re already lying down) and second, to purify myself before eating. Because the weird thing was that I saw food both as a necessary evil, my need for it serving to trick and torment me, and as a privilege which I didn’t deserve in the slightest.




  Dinner was always a Weight Watchers’ soup, selected on the basis it weighed only three hundred grams rather than the standard four-hundred-gram tin. If I thought about eating a full-sized portion, I could practically feel my cheeks fill and my tummy inflate. Atop the soup I would add a few baby carrots, peas and broccoli florets to persuade my mum that this was a proper meal, just like anyone else would eat. To maintain the facade of normalcy, I’d tear the labels off the soup tins so she wouldn’t know they were anything to do with dieting, and prepare all my meals alone. If my mum did walk into the kitchen, I’d drop everything until she left again. My anxiety was so palpable, so visceral, that it didn’t take long before she’d retreat. Then, after eating, I would scrub everything to within an inch of its life to burn as many of the freshly consumed calories as possible. I would collapse into bed as early as possible, praying the hunger pangs wouldn’t wake me. I kept an oatcake on my bedside table just in case they did. But I knew I wouldn’t forgive myself if I succumbed and ate it. Forty-five calories, I’d remind myself to warn myself away from such a midnight feast.
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