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INTRODUCTION

THIN: THE DREAM OF A GENERATION

I don’t know a woman who wouldn’t like to lose half a stone. Some, of course, would dearly love to lose more – a dress size or two – but most of us gaze mistily into the middle distance of our lives and envisage a time when we’ll be, ooh, seven pounds lighter, a time when a size-12 skirt doesn’t pinch after lunch, when our jeans won’t clutch at our thighs like a petulant toddler, when our stomach is more buff than muffin. For most of us, it’s an irritating, persistent hum in the back-rooms of our mind.

I’m not about to tell you to stop aspiring to be that bit slimmer. As a forty-year-old woman with a healthy interest in looking fabulous in a clingy top, I recognize the desire which burns within all of us to make the very best of what we’ve got. I’m well aware of the female need to compete with our peers – how we all look at the bikini bodies on the beach to gauge whether we measure up, how bloody brilliant it feels to walk into a crowded room and know that people are sizing up the wiggle in your walk and not the wobble in your chin. Really, who doesn’t want to look better, feel happier, be fitter? We want to be in control of our lives. We want our appearance to reflect our aspirations – in our careers, for our children, for our sense of self. In short, and given the choice, most of us don’t want to be fat.

This book is the simple, signposted route to achieving that goal. It nails exactly how you can arrive at a whole new you, a place where you’ll feel, look and be better than you ever have before. The difference is that I know you can do all of this without dieting (listen carefully and you can hear little angels singing). So don’t expect self-flagellation, self-denial, weigh-ins, wailing and nothing but grapefruit at every meal for the next six weeks. Instead, step by step, in 101 ways, you’ll discover:

[image: ] How to stop judging and start living.

[image: ] How to eat more and weigh less.

[image: ] How to dress thin and look gorgeous.

[image: ] How to change your mind to change your shape.

[image: ] How to banish body blues and find body balance.

[image: ] How dieting is the problem, not the solution.

This, then, is a real-time book with a realistic promise: it will examine your relationship with your fork, your fridge, your fashion, your friends, your foibles. It nudges open the secrets of how we really feel about our bodies, and, in particular, those bits we’d rather lock in a box and never meet again. It looks at why we’ve become a nation of marshmallows, flumped in front of our computer or TV screen, and how we can ease ourselves off the sofa and into a better body, while remaining – gloriously – in the comfort zone. And here’s the cherry on the cake: unlike a diet, it delivers effective answers today – not tomorrow, not after the weekend, not when Christmas has turned into January. But now.

THE FAT OF THE LAND: HOW DIETING CONSUMED US ALL

It’s odd, isn’t it, that in a world beset by knife crime, credit crisis, impending peak-oil and looming ecological meltdown, we should spend so very much time thinking about how much we weigh? It is, if you like, a metaphor for our times: while Rome, or its equivalent, burns, we’re gazing at our navels and wondering who ate all the pies.

Latest figures suggest that it’s we Brits who are wolfing down a fair few of them. Britain has now been officially classified as the Fat Man of Europe, although I’m sure I met the actual Fat Man of Europe a few months back on a long-haul trip to Miami. This man leaked over into my space like an oil spill, making it exceedingly difficult for me to concentrate on my glossy magazine, a publication which contained so many skinnifers, so many lovely bones, that it nearly rattled when I took it out of my handbag.

There are many curious aspects to our current obsession with body shape, but perhaps the most alarming is that the more we scrutinize the rack-thin celebrity A-list, the fatter we get. The gulf between the Eats and the Eat-Nots is now wider – literally – than ever. While a growing number of us are expanding at breakneck speed, the rest are panic-dieting, eating only papaya or mackerel or things that begin with G.

For my part, I seem to have been on a diet since the moment my first child arrived – bringing with her a whole heap of joy, but leaving behind a whole lot of disheartening body issues: the heavier hips, the wider thighs, the belly hell-bent on heading south, boobs in close pursuit. Like many women, I have ricocheted between fashionable It Diets. I’ve tried Atkins, GI, South Beach, Hay, Montignac, Perricone, Caveman, Combining... I have done egg-white omelettes, maple-syrup detox, cabbage soup in a Thermos flask, a Dulcalax at bedtime, a Slim-a-Soup for lunch... Ring any bells? If there is one activity that really binds British women together, it’s our shared obsession with dieting. Four out of ten of us are permanently on a diet; it’s our national hobby, our favourite sport. A recent survey found that 40 per cent of women had undergone a ‘deprivation diet’ at least once. Indeed, it’s almost hard not to, such is the supply of quick-fix advice out there if you’re fool enough to buy it. Though we know it’s all useless, a hiding to nothing, we persist. Another fat-blasting super-diet strolls up the path and that’s it. Something inside crumbles. A plaintive little voice within bleats, This might be The One. There is, after all, something hugely provocative about the possibility of losing weight, the scrap of an idea that you’ll shrink. It wins me over every time. And every time, I lose. Not weight, so much as the will to live.


‘If there is one activity that really binds British women together, it’s our shared obsession with dieting. Four out of ten of us are permanently on a diet; it’s our national hobby, our favourite sport.’



DIETING? THAT’S NO WAY TO LOSE WEIGHT

It doesn’t take a genius to see the deep paradox at the heart of our modern relationship with food: the more obsessed we are about ‘healthy’ eating, the fatter (and more miserable) we have become. For every ‘diet book’ that hits the shelves, we put on an extra pound; for every ‘make me skinny’ TV show, we let out the belt by one more liberating notch.

Clearly, none of it works – not the deprivation, not the faddism, not in the long run. It’s worth knowing that the average New Year dieter cracks after seventy-eight days – just, by some cruel twist, in time for Easter. All we know for sure is that dieting leaks the enjoyment out of food. It leaves us lost. And the technicians in the diet-food labs want to keep it that way. Just imagine if they alighted on a dream product which actually made us slim and kept us there. They’d be out of a job faster than you can say aspartame.

In fact, conventional diet strategies are believed to have a success rate of just 5 per cent. There’s such a wealth of evidence pointing up this cheerless fact that a team of psychologists at UCLA has conducted a comprehensive survey of thirty-one long-term diet studies in order to unleash the inviolable truth. ‘Several studies indicate that dieting is actually a consistent predictor of future weight gain,’ said their analysis, published in American Psychologist. ‘We asked what evidence there is that dieting works in the long term, and found that the evidence shows the opposite.’ They discovered that, although people who go on slimming diets can indeed shed several pounds in the first few months, the vast majority return to their original weight within five years, while at least a third end up heavier than when they embarked on the project. All that will-power. All that punishment. All for nothing. The report concluded that it’s better not to diet at all: ‘You’re no worse off, and you spare your body all the damage associated with having a yo-yoing physique.’

If you want fries with that, a 2003 study found that the more children and teenagers dieted, the more likely they were to become obese adults. Some experts now argue that obesity is increasingly a disease caused by its treatment. It is thought that parents who impose strict diets on their children, or who engage in faddy diets themselves, send the message to their kids that food is dangerous. Something to fear. As a result, many of us are increasingly anxious around food, alarmed by E numbers and E-coli, by pesticides and food miles, by salt and sugar, fat and cholesterol and other anti-nutrient evils waiting to corrupt our innocent forks.

In this climate of dread, it’s hardly surprising we’re in a spin. For many in this freaky world, food is no longer sustenance and succour, but the work of Beelzebub. This century has also seen the rise of the Extreme Diet – regimes which are harsh, restrictive, proscriptive and (quite possibly) downright dangerous, programmes which urge us to drop a food group to drop a dress size, or to sniff a vanilla bean to annihilate those hunger pangs. Many of us roller-coast from fat fear to thin spin, ever eager for the Next Big Idea (preferably with a celebrity fan-base) which promises to erase the apron belly and the bingo wing, the muffin top and the triple boob, or whatever new term the weekly mags have seized upon to pinpoint another ugly body zone and put it on parade.

YOUR BODY, YOUR PROBLEM: HOW FOOD BECAME THE ENEMY AND FAT BECAME TABOO

Part of the problem is that calories are everywhere, beckoning, beguiling. There’s the cheap alcohol, the nightly bottle of Shiraz. The coffee and croissant culture. The explosive portion sizes. We’re short of time, so we drive rather than walk. We’re short of expertise, so our evenings are punctuated by the ping of the microwave. We eat on the go, we multi-task during meals, picking up something or other and shovelling it in at the traffic lights (consider the dispiriting thought that more Americans eat lunch in the car than in a restaurant). Food is everywhere, and if it’s not food profusion, it’s food porn, turning our humble daily bread into something to worship which costs eight quid at an artisan deli. No wonder we’re overwhelmed.

And all this, don’t forget, comes in an era of food fascism, where every mouthful is graded, guided and laced with guilt, an era in which women obsess about their bodies every fifteen minutes (which is, apparently, more than men think about sex). A third of women admit to using slimming pills and laxatives, and 98 per cent of us recently told a magazine survey that we HATE our bodies. Such dysfunction leads to some spectacularly bizarre behaviour. Chew over the fact that in the UK we spend £3 billion a year on fast food, £3.6 billion on chocolate... and £2 billion on diet products. Isn’t that absurd?

The only comforting thing for me about all this is that it’s not just my problem. It’s yours too. We’re all at it. In my travels as a fashion journalist, the women I encounter often seem stricken by a paralysing body crisis, spending their entire life – the only one they’ll ever get – feeling bad because they’re feeling fat. An unconscionable waste, sure; but I know how real the body blues can be. I’ve been there too. In fact, I’ve got the T-shirt (a huge baggy one with DON’T LOOK AT ME! emblazoned on the front in big bold letters). When I gained weight after having children, I too felt dumpy, dreary, about as sassy and engaging as a sideboard. It seemed that my body shape could, with an extra few pounds here or there, dictate the very shape of my day. Like so many women, I spent years attempting to keep up, trying to slim down, poring over calorie charts, gleaning juicy little tips from celebrity trainers and Hollywood chefs, using every ounce of will-power to stop myself succumbing to the pull of the all-butter flapjack or that last, provocative roast potato.

But one day – a good day, a strong day – I’d had enough. I came to my senses. I’m still me, I thought. I’m just wearing slightly bigger trousers. I looked at the research. I looked at my life, trapped between the bedroom mirror and the bathroom scales, eaten up with the dull minutiae of weight control. I realized that not only was serial dieting an appalling waste of time, energy, money, conversation and emotion – it was also, ultimately, utterly pointless. That was the final ignominy of it all: in the long run, dieting doesn’t work, won’t work, can’t work – and will almost certainly leave us worse off. So I stopped. Right there.

As a consequence, I started to write less about John Galliano’s organdie kimonos and whether Prada made sense (the jury’s out), and more about grittier, bread-and-butter issues: our connection with our bodies, our need to be contenders, how our shape – the shape of the nation – is changing (fast), why we’re so very obsessed with dieting – and how, vitally, it just doesn’t seem to get us anywhere.

But if dieting was a fraud, then what would work? What could serve up the dream of slim without the demands of Hay, Atkins, Zone and the rest? What was needed, it seemed to me, was a live-it, not a diet: something practical, sustainable, effective – holistic, even – a way of life that viewed my appetite as part of a wider picture, a realistic picture which encompassed my body image, self-esteem, lifestyle and the regular ups and downs of my normal life, and not one only suitable for Hollywood starlets, heiresses, models and people who have staff to juice their morning beetroot.

As I began to compile this book, it became clear that the missing element in most best-selling diets is confidence. Self-belief. Once you harness this magic ingredient – and this book will reveal how, in bite-sized, transformative helpings – the slim you is a natural progression. In writing this book, I ditched the diets and started to find ways to feel better about being me. And guess what? I lost that pesky half stone.

[image: img_missing]

THE 101 PROMISE

Here, then, is the no-diet diet. This book will help you to lose weight – really – but it will also show you how to access your slender self. It is a book of directions, not rules. It’s about tips and cheats, small things that collectively will make a big difference. There’s a pick ‘n’ mix quality to it, partly because reading eighty thousand words of dense copy will lead you inexorably to the biscuit tin – but mostly because some of the things detailed within will be your ticket out of here, and some just won’t. Here are 101 suggestions to skinny yourself, a veritable smorgasbord of advice, and introducing even half of them into your everyday life (yes, your everyday life – this is no two-week, quick-fix regime, but a life-changing, never-going-back, Thelma and Louise sort of book) will make all the difference in the world. Some are practical, others psychological. Some are a bit of fun, some are a bit of work. There are new methods and old wisdom. You’ll discover a comprehensive examination of the artifice, the subterfuge, the dodges and the dives that are the staples of the fashion insider, tips that will make you seem sensationally slimmer at a stroke.

For every ploy, plot and ruse to slim you down, there’s a practical pointer that will make a tangible difference to your shape. There are countless simple strategies for calorie skimming, and an in-depth look at how our weight is ultimately, intimately related to how we feel. You’ll learn how to normalize your relationship with food and why bringing it to the forefront of your daily routine, rather than tucking it in between all your other responsibilities, might just obviate the need for serial-dieting, binge-eating, panic-snacking and guilt-tripping. Oh, and it will also get you into smaller jeans.

This book will encourage a common-sense, eminently feasible approach. If you think it’s time to free yourself from the billboard babes, from the tyranny of thin, from the curse of being on a constant diet, then this is for you. While we’re at it, we will also slaughter the diet myth, the masochism, the self-inflicted misogyny. This book will teach you to down weapons and end the war with your own self-image. The first step is to start to love the skin you’re in. Don’t compare yourself to friends, models, sisters, celebrities, that girl in your yoga class who always looks so great in lemon-yellow sweatpants. It’s a trap, and you could spend your entire life down that particular pit. Be kind to yourself and you’re on the first rung out of there.

In total, the 101 promise adds up to a rounded, complete view of you and your weight, looking at ways to eat, ways to cheat, ways to dress, what to ditch and why you should thank your stars that you live in an age of Solution Lingerie. The journey will be positive, enjoyable, progressive, arriving at a place where you are happier and stronger, freed from the shackles of thin and the torments of dieting.

In short, a ‘diet’ isn’t just about what you (don’t) eat; it’s not vacuum-packed. It’s about you, the whole you and how you feel about yourself. Start understanding this, and you’re on the way to figuring it out. Ready?

[image: img_missing]


CHAPTER ONE

CHANGE YOUR MIND TO CHANGE YOUR SHAPE

Body Brilliance Starts in Your Head

First things first: do not stop eating! Isn’t that a relief? But you do need to start loving – not that pretty cupcake, not those great ankle boots with the stack heel, not J Lo’s new fringe, but YOURSELF. Your head needs to be in the right place from the outset. So get it out of the sand (or out of the fridge – or, come to that, out of that glossy magazine) and look in the mirror. This is where your journey begins; a little love and a lot of honesty will be your outriders on the road to glory. This chapter is about reassessing your relationship with the world. It’s about seeing sense, gaining perspective and understanding what works for YOU. Not the girl in the lemon-yellow sweatpants. But you.

	1	DON’T READ DIET BOOKS*



It is a dispiriting fact that the greatest preoccupation of our age is with weight and its loss. As the world grows ever richer and rounder, we seem to grow ever more fascinated by the heft or otherwise of our fellow men. Though, of course, we’re far more interested in the women.

Think about how dieting and all its attendant nonsense have saturated our culture. How much time and effort it absorbs. We have trained ourselves to size people up in the blink of an eye. We’re constantly aware of weight – its cruel lack or its licentious excess. We’re hooked on A-list eating patterns, on quick-fix pills, on self-help miracle cures and the latest celebrity-endorsed regimes to issue from LA.

This, dear friends, is Diet Porn, a perverse phenomenon which undermines us all at a critical, visceral level. It gnaws away at our self-esteem, and sucks up vast tracts of time and energy which could be usefully expended elsewhere. While other eras basked in the Renaissance, the Golden Age, the Belle Epoque, we’re lucky enough to have a TV schedule which boasts Back Inside Britain’s Fattest Man. Look, I’m not expecting us to spend our evenings ruminating upon the complexities of our existence. But a little bit of thought beyond Gastric Bands of the Stars would make for a pleasant change.

Among the first requirements, the platform upon which you will stand if you are really going to tackle the bagginess that has crept into your life, is to Think Straight. You have to rid yourself of the dysfunction that marks our modern dance with diets. It’s a ludicrous, exhausting gavotte and it has to stop. You have to be in the right frame of mind. You have to sidestep the weird extravagances, the wild promises, the wicked propaganda of an industry dedicated to keeping you in its grasp.

So stop staring at Jordan’s butt and wondering how she does it. Start living. Stop measuring yourself against a warped societal norm. Start enjoying what you’ve got. Stop believing quick-fire fibs and what Susie Orbach calls ‘the fictions that dominate our culture’. Start reading something edifying instead. Get your sustenance from poetry, from Plato, from dancing the tango in T-bar shoes, a red rose clenched between your teeth. Just don’t get it from cake.

	2	BELIEVE THAT YOU ARE BEAUTIFUL



You are already gorgeous. You just don’t know it yet. To truly absorb this fundamental fact, you may well need to readjust your Fat Goggles and recognize that carrying a few extra pounds is not a cardinal sin, no matter what the more pernicious quarters of the media would have you believe. Dr Kerry Halliday, a psychologist specializing in body-shape issues, regularly encounters women who are a perfectly normal, decent size – ‘and yet they’ve convinced themselves that a size 12 is fat! So many of the people I see are a healthy weight, but they have a fat head, full of fat thoughts. There’s this constant dialogue of guilt. It’s there when they go to sleep, it’s there when they wake up, it’s internal and introvert and isolating.’

Enough already! Embark on the new-you project from a position of STRENGTH. Loving yourself doesn’t make you a narcissist, it makes you a realist, armed and ready to resist the onslaught of our bizarre, thin-obsessed culture.

You do, however, need to be realistic about your expectations. I’ve known for years that I’ll never be a size 8, far less a size zero. I know that Kate Moss can do hot pants and I can’t, that my thighs sometimes kiss in the middle like old friends, that a miniskirt makes me look like a maxi-pack... There’s something very liberating about recognizing these small facts, about accepting them, and then – wahey – letting them go, like so many shiny helium balloons. You’re suddenly free.

This doesn’t mean letting yourself go, though. This project is not about giving in and giving up, installing yourself in the shadows and waiting for the seasons to change. No. This is a plan of action, a quest for change, a manifesto to celebrate all that is great about being a woman.

So accept yourself, right now. Don’t live the dream, live the reality. You’re not Katie Holmes. You have a soft tummy. You wish you looked better in a bikini. Watch those shiny balloons go, one by one. Pretty soon, you won’t even know they were there. And remember all the while that the fat-cat dieting industry is founded upon the expectation of failure; you, my dear, should start with the bracing power of hope.

	3	OPEN YOUR EYES AND RECOGNIZE YOUR WORTH



By and large – unless you have some karmic reason to believe otherwise – you only get one body. It may wax and wane, ebb and flow, but broadly speaking you’re lumbered with these legs, that chest, those buttocks, this mortal coil. Rather than poke it in the eye with a fork, wouldn’t it be better to love it? Just a bit? But how can you love someone you don’t really know?

Before the off, you need to understand exactly what shape you’re in. Unless you turn on the lights now, you’ll never grasp the truth – so get a grip. Sneak a look. You won’t bite. I’m not expecting you to conduct a microscopic investigation of every inch, but you do need to have a handle on how you really look, who you really are and whether those wide-legged palazzo pants are really such a good idea.

So stop ignoring your reflection – in shop windows, in the mirror, in those brutal changing rooms where you catch a rare glimpse of your unfamiliar buttocks... None of it is going anywhere unless you do. Look through holiday photos. Don’t shy away from the truth – it’s never as bad as you expect (though that bikini in Tenerife really was a shocker).

Once you have had a proper gawp – yes, naked, with the lights on – you can start to weigh up your options. I don’t suggest you install vast mirrors on every available surface – you’re not Peter Stringfellow – but do administer a good dose of exceptional honesty. If you’re the kind of person who likes to keep scrapbooks and ticket stubs from amazing journeys, you might want to take ‘before’ photos so that you can marvel at the ‘after’ shots in a couple of months’ time (best keep these to yourself).

Whatever you see, don’t be mirror-miserable. If you face the music and feel fat, don’t spiral off on a project of shame and finger-pointing. You’re only on Point 3. We’ve barely begun! Instead of seeking out and dwelling on the downers, look for and big up your positive points, remembering all the while that you’re never as fat as you feel. Your task – with the help of the next ninety-eight tips – is to stop feeling fat and start feeling fabulous. Understand now (and recall often as you read the next ten chapters) that a gentle softness, a Rubens roundness, is feminine and beautiful and absolutely fine. It is infinitely more appealing than a desperate yearning for a flat stomach and toothpick thighs. If in doubt, ask a man.

[image: img_missing]


SHIFT YOUR SHAPE, NOT YOUR WEIGHT

It’s worth noting early on that you – yes, you – don’t really want to lose weight at all. What you want is to change shape. If you are round and bottom-heavy, you want to be leaner. If you are wide and wobbly, you want to be taut and toned. I know, I understand. Me too. The issue, then, isn’t how much you weigh per se. It’s not even your BMI rating. This score (mine happens to be 21.9) is necessarily abstract, a general theory that cannot hope to measure the particulars and peculiarities of the individual. It takes no account of body type, ethnicity or composition – and as such ought to be treated with informed caution. A perfectly fit, lean athlete can easily be classed as obese using this system. According to the BMI standard (your weight in kilograms divided by your height in metres squared) Brad Pitt is classed as technically ‘overweight’, while Arnold Schwarzenegger and George Clooney are both ‘clinically obese’. Even Dame Kelly Holmes clocks in as a heavyweight.

If you’re seriously overweight, or desperate to have a number stamped on your size, a BMI score may be of use to you – indeed there is no real alternative that does the job any better. But for a run-of-the-mill, slightly-on-the-chubby-side subject, knowing your BMI is about as much use as knowing how to do quadratic equations. And when did you last have to remember that the highest power of x is x2?

Far better to feel the real. Use your eyes. Use your pants. Use your unforgiving and not-entirely-kind mirror. We all know, for instance, that muscle weighs more than fat. We all know that fat located in certain areas is more troublesome to the eye than in others. We all know that one woman’s eleven-stone hell is another’s eleven-stone paradise. Find your happy place.



	4	STOP WORSHIPPING THIN AND LOVE THE SKIN YOU’RE IN



It is hardly a revelation to note that as a society we are obsessed to the point of distraction by thin – associating it, as a recent survey found, with ‘success’. By the tender age of six, most girls are dissatisfied with their bodies and want to be thinner, according to research published in the British Journal of Developmental Psychology, with almost half believing they need to go on a diet to lose weight. ‘Girls seemed particularly aware of teasing and likeability on the basis of weight and shape,’ the report concludes. The psychologists’ explanation of this body-bashing is that in these egalitarian times, given few remaining hierarchies based on religion, background, money or education, we tend to judge people in terms of their appearance. Image is currency. It’s diverting to think that until the seventies, only overweight women dieted. Today, only overweight women don’t.

Of course, this book is all about stopping that rot. While there’s nothing sinister or odd about wanting to feel fit, be healthy and look great in a pair of shorts, there is danger in persuading yourself that all your troubles could be eliminated if only you slimmed down. Life – fat, thin or somewhere in between – will always pelt off on its own trajectory whether you are ten stone nine or eight stone nothing. Even at your gotta-be weight, you’ll still have to deal with your husband/teenagers/ aggravating mother-in-law. There will still be bills and traffic jams and that annoying stain on the rug where you spilled red wine. You won’t enter nirvana as your scales strike nine. So stop putting all your hopes and dreams into one skinny little packet. Recognize that being thin is not the same as having a good body. Know that thin can be thick (it won’t make you bright; in fact, starving your body of essential nutrients is plain dumb). Once you’ve gained perspective, you’ll probably lose weight. Life’s weird like that.

	5	USE YOUR BRAIN, NOT YOUR FORK



Kooky as it sounds, you can ‘re-programme’ your brain to eat well. Along with physiological demands, hormone surges and social pressures, there is another influence at work on your appetite. Psychology.

The human mind is a lot like the human child. Tell it not to do something, deprive it of something (anything, really – High School Musical stickers, Spiderman lunch-boxes, chocolate-coated Brazil nuts), and it will want it more than any other little thing on the face of the earth. It will obsess. Ever tried to think ‘I mustn’t have that cake’? About as successful as ‘I mustn’t think of pink elephants,’ right?

In a study by psychologists at the University of Hertfordshire, dieting was actually found to increase cravings for ‘forbidden’ foods such as chocolate. In their experiment, researchers showed eighty-five women a series of images of enticing chocolate cakes and oozy puddings drenched in fudge sauce – and found that subjects showed significantly more desire for these than when they were shown pictures of other covetable objects, such as perfume or Mercedes cars. So far, so what? Well, among dieting women (those who had dieted in the last year or who were on a diet at the time), the responses were even stronger. They experienced heightened cravings and feelings of guilt. ‘Dieting appears to make a difference to how people perceive food, in this particular instance, chocolate,’ the study concluded. ‘Instead of helping people to eat more healthily and to cut down on products which are bad for their health, the negative effect induced by dieting appears to have the opposite effect in that it can increase the desire for the actual foods they are trying to avoid... If we constantly deprive the brain of the food we most desire we crave it even more.’

Clearly, you need to nip that right in the bud – first by allowing yourself just a little of what you fancy, and then by moderating your behaviour around foods that will make you fat. As it turns out, ‘think thin’ is not such an empty phrase. According to another recent report, it is possible to think yourself thinner. The study involved forty-seven women who were each asked to spend half an hour thinking after having consumed a large lunch (something I’ve always found delightfully easy to do, though falling asleep is a constant threat). Researchers found that encouraging the subjects to remember the details of their last meal made them a third less likely to eat snacks. Suzanne Higgs, who led the research, submits that this could point to a stronger connection between memory and body weight than previously thought. ‘How well people can remember could be a factor in explaining why some eat more than others,’ she told the Daily Telegraph. ‘There are certain things that we do now which are rather distracting and could stop people recalling quite as well what they have eaten.’

So pay attention. Watch what you eat, in a non-invasive, laid-back sort of way – like a chilled parent keeping an unseen eye on their kid in a paddling pool. Some people uncover the truth by keeping a food diary, believing that detailing their intake limits it and helps avoid ‘unconscious eating’. Try it. It doesn’t work for me. I did once write a food log covering the period between breakfast and lunch – and found the experience so tedious that I turned to shortbread for solace and to add texture to my day. But it may work for you. The idea, really, is to be conscious of what you eat and know where your foibles lie, waiting to trip you up at the first tummy rumble.

Even if you don’t buy the psychobabble, you can at least recognize that your ego, super-ego and id need to be pulling in the same direction, towards a healthy, balanced, confident new you. You’ll do way better if you stop punishing yourself about your body and the space it occupies. Punishment will only lead to rebellion and a recidivist streak, hurling you senseless back towards the open fridge. Be kind. Think good thoughts (but don’t add fudge sauce).


FAT DAYS MAKE YOU HUMAN, NOT HUMONGOUS

You know how it feels. You wake up all wrong. Your face stares bleakly out from the mirror, demanding to know why you even bothered emerging from the sack. Your wardrobe is a freakish obstacle course, a land of booby traps and trip-wires, filled with oddly shaped jackets and cheek-sapping colours. That dress you looked a-mazing in last Friday? Nightmare. The sexy, sultry siren shoes? Slutty. The red V-neck sweater, the one that made you feel like Gina Lollobrigida? More like what-a-load-of-crapida.

There are days when the very same clothes on the very same body can feel inordinately different – and it all depends on something as insubstantial and subjective as your mood. We all have days like these. No one is immune to bad-hair days, bad-skin days, big-bum days, days that are full of ladders and scuffs, broken nails and dashed dreams. They arise because we’re human.

More to the point, they arise because we’re women.

They’re the brute consequence of hormones, emotions, perception, a chance comment, an off look. These unfathomables can’t be put in a Petri dish and prodded with a pipette. They can’t be marshalled into a thesis to be delivered at a symposium. But they can have a potent effect on your day and how you feel about it. Accept them. Don’t fight them. Today will become tomorrow, and that dress that makes you look like a pumpkin may have turned you into a princess by then, just because you’ve changed your mind. Even Hamlet knew that ‘there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so’. Don’t read too much into it. Read Shakespeare instead.



	6	LAUGH IN THE FACE OF CELEBRITY MAGAZINES



Open any weekly magazine and you’ll come across the usual parade of whip-thin women, their brows set in grim determination to avoid lunch. Over the past decade, many of our contemporary heroines seem to have reduced like stock on a stove until there’s nothing left of them. Nothing but skin and bones. It is this look, this lack, that has become an aspiration and inspiration for a whole generation of girls.

We’ve always admired icons, of course. Jennifer Aniston herself remembers idolizing actresses as a child. ‘Their hair, their clothes, their make-up were perfect,’ she says. ‘Looking back, I realize it wasn’t a good thing. I was wanting to become this unattainable person.’ The consequence, she later confessed, was an eating disorder that wrecked her health. ‘I started taking vitamins and exercising and went too far. You get into that Zone Diet thing and you kind of get addicted to that.’ Similarly, Sarah Michelle Gellar has let slip that being a celebrity means inhabiting another space, another dimension – and that for a civilian to join in the charade is a hopeless enterprise. ‘Look,’ she says, ‘it’s crazy for people to try to be as thin as we are. We have personal trainers and personal chefs. It’s our
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FOOTNOTES

‘To return to the corresponding text, click on the asterisk and reference number.’

Chapter 1

*This, I hasten to add, is not a diet book. It is a ‘not-a-diet’ book, designed to develop positive relationships – with your jeans, your butter dish, your waist, your world.

Chapter 6

*The Guideline Daily Amount (GDA) of fat for women is 70g.

†Data from nutritiondata.com, an authoritative website which gives an accurate nutritional breakdown of thousands of food products. Add it to your Google Favourites and check before you dive into a fast-food feast.

Chapter 9

*The number of calories required to run a kilometre is, handily enough, equivalent to your weight in kilograms – so a runner of 71 kg will burn 71 calories/km. Isn’t that neat? I also like the fact that your height is around three times the circumference of your head. And that your foot length is approximately the distance from your elbow to your wrist. Not strictly relevant, I grant you, but pleasing none the less.
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