
Table of Contents

Running Free: My Battle With Anorexia

Where Did It Go Wrong?

The Beginning

Building the Dream

The Storm Brews

Starting Out at Loughborough

The Devil Grows

A Lost Dream & A New Focus

Barely Living

A Dying Shell

The Start of St Ann’s

The Dining Room

Fighting the System

Secrets and Struggles

The One-to-One

Fighting and Secrets

Water-loading

Target Weight

Run Away

Giving In and Gaining Weight

Weight Loss Free for All

The Priory

No Focus or Goals

Too Ill to Stay

Trapped

Hell on Earth

DeathLine

Complications

A Welcomed Return

Rock Bottom

Food and Fears

The Big Decision

Discharge

New Struggles

Two Parts to My Brain

My First Job

Weight Gain and Parties

Making Progress

Blogging

A Big Decision

A Year on My Masters

Friends and Life

2020: The Year of Covid, Athletics, and Presentations

2021: Medication, Racing, and a New Job

Here and Now


Running Free:

My Battle with Anorexia

––––––––
[image: ]


Rebecca Quinlan

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

SRL Publishing Ltd

London

www.srlpublishing.co.uk

First published worldwide by SRL Publishing in 2022

[image: image]

Text copyright © Rebecca Quinlan, 2022

​The moral right by the author has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988.

ISBN: 978-1-915073-04-4

3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

No part of this book shall be used in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence (AI) systems or technologies.

SRL Publishing and Pen Nib logo are registered trademarks owned by SRL Publishing Ltd.

––––––––
[image: ]


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

SRL Publishing is a climate positive publisher offsetting more  carbon emissions than it emits.

Every reasonable effort has been made to contact copyright holders of material reproduced in this book. If any have been inadvertently overlooked, the publishers would be glad to hear from them and make good in any future editions any errors or omissions brought to their attention.

Names have been changed for confidentiality and to protect identities

​​​

––––––––
[image: ]


DEAR READER,

This is a story about my battle with anorexia. I have written this book with complete honesty and openness as I want to provide a truthful account of what living with an eating disorder is like. However, because of this, you may find some of the content triggering. There are times when I have been very, very ill and my book reflects this. 

To explain how deeply entrenched my anorexia was, I have conveyed my disordered thinking and feeling at the time as it is an important part of understanding my story. I also feel this honest portrayal is essential to reflect how far I have come through the journey of recovery in order to provide hope and inspiration to others. I want to stress that, in no way whatsoever, am I promoting ‘Pro-Ana’ thinking and behaviour in others. I do not condone my behaviour when at the depths of anorexia, but that behaviour is an important part of my journey. I urge you, please, not to use this book for tips on being ‘Pro-Ana’. The detail is there solely to describe my illness at the time and to act as a source of comparison along the journey of recovery.

I also wanted to provide this detail to show how destructive and demonic anorexia is. I hope that, in writing this, I can deter others from stumbling down that same, life-destroying path. If I can prevent just one person from entering the devastation of anorexia, or help one person fight for a life without anorexia, then writing this book will have served a purpose.

I have included weights and Body Mass Index (BMIs) which I know can be triggering for some. These have been included to show that, no matter how ill you get, no matter how low your weight gets or how chronic you are, recovery is always possible. Also, I felt it important to include these details to highlight to the general public how physically dangerous eating disorders can be.

Recovery will mean different things to different people. I am not suggesting that my pathway and my version of recovery should be followed by others; I simply want to show that life can get better when you make anorexia smaller despite how ill you have been. No matter how hard it is or how much you feel you can’t do it, you CAN make positive changes. Recovery is a long, hard process which I am still undergoing and I hope my story can inspire others. There is a life worth living for all of us. We just have to find the strength to fight for it. Remember, being brave doesn’t mean you don’t get scared. It means you don’t let fear stop you.

To those struggling with an eating disorder – you are braver than you believe. Never give up.

Love, Bex xxx
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She sat there broken, a shadow of what she once was.

The lights had faded and the cold was overwhelming.

She wanted to escape herself, fly away from all that she had become.

For someone to mend her broken wings and help her to soar 

High above the pain and sorrow that darkened her world.

The butterfly had once been beautiful.

She had feared no heights; no cloud could stop her from reaching her heaven.

But one day the clouds became too big, forming one grey blanket under which she could not breathe.

The butterfly had begun to ebb away, her bright colours dimmed into nothingness,

The butterfly became a moth, cocooned in her world of sadness,

A world from which she could not escape.

So there she lay, waiting in hope for the return of the warmth that had fled her heart.

I would like to thank and dedicate this book to my family and to Nikki Grahame. I wouldn’t be where I am today without you. I would also like to acknowledge and thank the staff in The Priory for their incredible care.
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Where Did It Go Wrong?
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Organ failure. Resuscitation Unit. Death. What causes someone to starve themselves to the brink of death? To starve themselves to the point where they can’t walk, can hardly talk, and where their heart is barely beating to keep them alive? The answer? Anorexia.

I was twenty-two years old and had been rushed to A & E and the Resuscitation Unit. My organs were failing and I had hypothermia. I was told I faced imminent death. As each minute passed, it was doubtful if I would live to see the next. I was hooked up to every machine and every drip possible. Doctors and nurses were working their hardest to keep me alive. My parents stood helpless by my bedside, ghostly pale as they watched their daughter dying in front of their eyes.

My heart rate was averaging less than twenty beats per minute and I was drifting in and out of consciousness. The nurses wrapped my body in heated blankets.

“You have severe hypothermia,” a nurse said. “Your body temperature is critically low and your whole body is shutting down. We need to raise your temperature immediately or your heart is going to stop.”

That was the reality – I was being told I was in organ failure and could die any minute. But the reality in my mind? I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything other than my weight. I was about to die, but I was so happy that I had reached a new all-time lowest weight.

This wasn’t the first time I had been in this state. My organs had nearly failed and I had nearly died several times over the previous two years. This was now my third admission. 

Three years before, I was a nineteen-year-old athlete ranked in the Top 30 in the UK for my age, aspiring to run for Great Britain as a professional. How did it all go so terribly wrong? How had my one lifetime dream of becoming a professional athlete turned into the living nightmare of anorexia?
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I had always been sporty, stubborn, and determined – characteristics that all help to fuel anorexia. But I wasn’t born with an irrational fear of weight gain, an intense desire to lose weight, an obsession with calories and exercise, and rock bottom self-esteem. These developed sometime over my childhood and adolescence. There was a time when it wasn’t like that. There was a time when I was happy and free.

My childhood was the best I could have wished for. I always felt loved, I always had fun, and I was happy. I had two loving parents, a fun older sister, Nicola, who I got on with (most of the time), and wonderful grandparents who I saw regularly. I also had a nanny, Jenny, who looked after me when my parents went to work and, once I had started school, when school finished until my parents got home. Jenny was great and we had lots of fun. She always gave me so much love. It was like having a second mum. I was lucky to have this loving and extended family, including Jenny, as I was growing up.

When I wasn’t at school, you could find me playing outside with the other kids that lived down my road. We always had a great time, making up dance routines, riding our bikes, playing football, board games, going to the park – you name it, we did it. There was never a moment that wasn’t filled with fun. From the age of five, I was playing out in the street virtually every weekend. The weekends were also special because my mum and dad would take us into town and we would go to Debenhams for cake. I always had a sticky bun and Nicola had a Belgian bun.

On a Sunday, I would spend my £1 pocket money on a pack of Spice Girls photos to glue into my Spice Girls scrap book. If we were really lucky, we were allowed to go round to the corner shop and get a bag of penny sweets. Food at that age was fun. We generally ate healthily but were allowed treats like this. We always ate together as a family and meal times were enjoyable occasions. It wasn’t until later that this started to change.

When I was seven, my nanny Jenny became pregnant with her first child. When Jenny’s daughter, Laura, was born, it was like having a younger sister. Every afternoon when Jenny picked me up from school, I couldn’t wait to go back to their house and play games, play with dolls and just have more fun. I absolutely loved being a child and I never wanted to go grow up.

From a very young age, I was a fiery, determined and stubborn character. My dad used to call me ‘fierce Bex’ because my determination and stubbornness could make me hot-headed. When I was about three, and my dad was trying to teach me how to ride a bike, I got so angry with him when he let go of my saddle and I fell off. Then there was the time –  I was still about three years old – when I hit my sister over the head with a brick because she hadn’t let me join in her game. 

My mum always says that once I set my mind to something that is it, I do it. It was clear that my strong mind and determination were there from a young age. I channelled a lot of this determination into sport.

My passion for playing sport really grew during junior school. In Year 4, I started playing netball and I absolutely loved it. I played Centre because you get to run around the most – I loved running. I seemed to have a natural ability to run fast. Every sports day in primary school, I would enter the sprint race. Then I went on to the District Sports where I raced against girls from all the other local primary schools. And I always won those races. My mum, seeing that I had potential, encouraged me to join the local athletics club, which I did with my friends in the summer holidays after Year 6. But when we started secondary school and were all in different classes, we stopped going to the athletics club together. My mum encouraged me to keep going, which I did every now and again, but I hated going on my own.

I found the transition from primary to secondary school very hard. I went from being popular with lots of friends in primary school to virtually being an outcast in secondary school. In Year 7, I lost touch with all my old friends and I struggled to find a group of girls that I could call my friends. Break and lunch times were spent on the edge of a group of girls that I really wanted to be friends with. But I would stand there, on the edge of the circle, not uttering a word. Just listening to their conversations and feeling completely lonely.

“Why don’t you speak?” Tina said.

She was the most popular girl in the year, and she was best friends with girl I wanted to be best friends with. I just shrugged my shoulders. I was too scared to speak. I didn’t have the confidence and, deep down, I knew they didn’t like me. I was a tag-along and someone they would rather be without.

But, in Years 8 and 9, I formed a new friendship group. It comprised a girl who lived down my road, Vicky, and her best friend, and another girl, Jess, who I had become good friends with through our Maths lessons. I felt like I fitted in and we always had fun. It was great because we also met up sometimes on weekends and, if we didn’t make plans, Vicky and I would simply play out in the street. There was, however, an unspoken acknowledgement that Vicky and her friend from primary school were best friends, and me and Jess were best friends.

In Year 8, I started going to the athletics club regularly with Vicky. Vicky and her sister Mia had moved to my road when we were all about nine years old and they instantly joined the group of us playing outside together all the time. As we got a bit older, the numbers of us playing out in the street started to dwindle but Vicky, Mia, and I always continued. We had sleep overs, went to pop concerts, did everything and anything together. One of our favourites was the board game ‘The Game of Life.’ We would spend hours playing this, going backwards and forwards, trying to get the best house, the best job, and as many children as we could - for whom we meticulously planned names. For years I planned on calling my first daughter Britney, after my obsession with Britney Spears! Vicky and I were in a lot of the same lessons at school and, because we were always playing out together, it made sense for us to go to the athletics club together.

Every Tuesday and Thursday night, aged around thirteen, we went to the athletics club together where we would run and train in the young sprints group. Every sports day at secondary school, I raced in the 100 metres (m). I always won the race, then set a school record and went on to win the District Sports A race. I was the fastest girl from all the local secondary schools. This was a routine that occurred every year. In the summer, I would sometimes compete for the athletics club at weekends in the sprint races and high jump for my age group. I always did quite well. When I kept doing well and kept running quick times, it made me stop and think  that actually I might be quite good at running. But it was around this time that I also became very conscious of my size and weight.

My periods started when I was thirteen and I was absolutely devastated. I cried for hours that evening. I couldn’t bear the changes my body was going through. I hated having a period, I hated my body becoming like an adult, I hated that I was losing my childhood. It was with my periods starting that I became concerned with my size. In reality, my body shape and size were perfectly normal, but I felt fat and a lot bigger than other people. More importantly though, I started to think my athletic performance would improve if I lost some weight. My athletics was going well and I really enjoyed it. I dreamt about becoming a professional athlete. That was the career I wanted to pursue. Sometimes during half-term when I would go to Jenny’s for the day, on my ten-minute walk to her house, I would imagine myself being interviewed on the radio – Rebecca, the Great British athlete and the story of my rise to success. It was my dream and I was determined to achieve it.

To do this, I knew I needed to train properly and I was convinced I needed to lose weight. In Year 9, aged fourteen, I rarely missed a training session. Vicky had stopped coming by this stage. On top of athletics, I was doing netball training once a week, with a match on a Saturday. I was also in the school netball, basketball, swimming, athletics, and rounders teams, which all involved regular training and fixtures. Every bit of training I did was good because it helped me feel like I was working towards my dream. I cut back a bit on what I was eating, in an attempt to lose weight to help me run faster. Not much: only the odd spoonful of Coco Pops at breakfast or chocolate after dinner in the evening.

With the large amount of exercise I was doing, coupled with my slight energy restriction, my periods stopped. I couldn’t have been more pleased. Little did I know, this was probably one of the first signs that anorexia was starting to lay its foundations. At the time, I saw it only as a positive thing. Without periods, I might be able to stop my body changing into an adult and I thought that must be a good thing for my running. I knew it must mean I had lost a bit of weight, but I imagined there would be loads of professional athletes who didn’t have periods.

When it was clear that my periods had definitely stopped and it wasn’t simply a case of them being irregular, my mum took me to the doctor, worried that something could be wrong. The doctor dismissed her concerns and explained that many athletes do not have periods. With the amount of exercise I was doing, the doctor said not having periods was common and nothing for me to worry about. So then, in my mind, not having periods was not only a good thing because of the inhibition of adulthood, it was an absolute must for the achievement of becoming a professional athlete. I had to keep my periods away and I had to lose some more weight. I was convinced this was the only way to get faster.

With my determination to become a professional athlete growing stronger, in November 2003, aged fifteen, I plucked up the courage to ask the elite sprints coach if I could join his group. He welcomed me and I hoped this would be the start of the dedicated training I needed to fulfil my dream. The amount of training I was doing increased significantly. I went from doing the fun sessions twice a week to having sessions on a Tuesday and Thursday, along with weight training on a Sunday and often another running session on a Saturday.

There were some really quick sprinters in the group, and I wanted to be as fast as them. With my growing desire to get faster, so my desire to lose weight grew. The fastest girls in the group were all very slight, so the answer seemed logical to me: to become as fast as them, I needed to get as slim as them.

Monday 12th Jan 2004

I’m trying to lose weight because everyone at athletics is skinny and I’m fat. I want a flat stomach like the other girls in the group. I really hope I do get to be an athlete when I’m older because you only get one life and that’s what I want to do in it. If I get to go to Loughborough Uni then I’ll be happy. I’ve just done 35 sit-ups, 25 triceps dips and 100 leg raises – hopefully take some calories off me! The only meal I can cut down on is lunch because all the others my mum is there, but I feel guilty wasting food. My eyes are bigger than my belly.

Anorexia was starting to lay its roots in my mind. I didn’t realise it then but, looking back, I can see my behaviours were characteristic of someone with anorexia. Though my desire to lose weight and get thinner was triggered by my desire to get faster at running, at the same time as I made the move to the elite running group, I was also becoming increasingly unhappy at school, making me more and more vulnerable to the clutches of anorexia.

At the start of Year 10, Jess found a new best friend and left our foursome to join another group. This was really hard to deal with. It confirmed my feelings that I was a completely boring and unlikeable person. I wasn’t fun, outgoing, chatty or bubbly, so no one was ever going to want to be my best friend.

Sunday 25th January 2004,

I slept round Jess’s on Friday with Chloe. They’ve done a friendship box and in it Jess wrote a letter to Chloe saying ‘you’re my best mate’. It made me sad. I wonder if I’ll still be friends with Jess, Vicky, and Louise when I’m eighteen? One thing’s for sure – we won’t be a four anymore. I wish we could go back and be like that again. It’s really weird thinking about the future because I have no idea what’s going to happen. I just want Chloe and Jess to break up. I know it sounds horrible and it will probably be me and Jess that break up. I’m depressed now. Why does Jess have to be friends with Chloe? I will just have to be my own best friend.

So, at the same time my training was increasing, my friendships and my self-esteem were crumbling. I felt so lost and alone. But the one thing I was certain of – I had to lose weight. Jess had the perfect figure and the girls at running had perfect figures. They were all popular and I was a reject. Losing weight seemed to not only be the answer to getting faster at running, but also to becoming more likeable and popular. Anorexia preyed on my loneliness. I didn’t have a best friend and anorexia was slowly working its poison. Little did I know that ‘just having to be my own best friend’ was actually anorexia starting to form the deadliest friendship with my vulnerable mind.

I began to record what I was eating. That way, I could objectively see what I might take out in order to help me lose weight.

17th May 2004,

Breakfast: Coco Pops and a toasted muffin

Lunch: One and a half tuna rolls, cucumber and carrot sticks, an apple and a Brunch bar

Dinner: Pasta and veg, Chocolate cheesecake, three Rolo chocolates.

What can I cut out? I don’t have any discipline. I’ll try and leave some Coco Pops, leave a chunk of apple and not eat chocolate after dinner.

And so the slippery slope began. Cutting out and hiding food. I started giving or throwing away part of my lunch at school, and I would hide cereal in my dressing gown at breakfast. I was competing in events such as The South Of England’s, where I  was ranked 13th, and this provided me with some hope that one day, my dream would come true. Losing weight seemed to be the answer to all my problems. In reality, my body was now actually slightly underweight though pretty athletic. But this was not the reflection I saw in the mirror. I not only hated my body – its fatness and the way it looked – but also my whole being. I hated me. Focusing on losing weight and trying to get thinner not only helped me work towards my dream, but it also, subconsciously, eased the pain and loneliness I was feeling.
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As I entered Year 11 in September 2004, life continued to get harder and increasingly stressful. I was trying to deal with the workload associated with GCSEs, alongside increasing training schedules. The days of spending my time either at school or playing in the street had been replaced by either being at school or in training. I didn’t mind though; I wanted to train. It helped me feel like I was working towards my dream. Plus, my training group were a really nice group of girls. At school I felt alone and isolated, at training I felt like I belonged. The track had become my second home. In fact, I was spending more time at the track than at home. But I was unhappy with my limited progress. I had to get faster. I know now that my weight loss only served to hinder my athletic performance. But at the time, I felt the only way for me to get faster was to lose weight.

I replaced my Coco Pops with 30g of Special K and stopped having the toasted muffin at breakfast and cereal bar with my ever-decreasing lunch. I did manage to lose a bit of weight - this did not go unnoticed by my mum and she did try to make me eat more.

Sun 31st October 2004,

I want to lose weight, but Ma keeps making me eat. When she wasn’t at home during half-term, I’d have 30g cereal but yesterday she made me have loads more and have a hobnob after lunch. I’m not going to run fast if I’m fat.

With the start of the new year came a bit more weight loss. Before Christmas, I had weighed 9 stone (st) 3 pounds (lb), and by February 2005 I was 9st. With my height being 1.77m, this made my BMI just over 18 which was considered underweight. While I was very happy with the weight loss, it didn’t make me run any faster. It did, in fact, have the opposite effect. I still had good endurance but with the slight weight loss, I was no longer able to run as fast as I used to. So I decided that, rather than focus on the 100m, I would focus on the 300m as this didn’t require quite as much speed. 

I told my mum I wanted to give up puddings for Lent but, to my frustration, she wouldn’t let me. To an outsider, my ‘healthy’ eating habits could have been dismissed as an athlete looking after what they ate. It is often more difficult to spot eating disorders in athletes because typical signs such as restrictive diets and excessive exercise can be masked by following ‘an athlete diet’ or completing hard training sessions. In hindsight, I can see in myself that anorexia was starting to grow at this point. Anorexia was building its strength so that, in a few years, it would well and truly strangle me of life.

The competitive athletic season and GCSE revision and exam period, both incredible sources of stress, started in April 2005. It was at this time that my weight dipped below the 9st mark. On the one hand, I was very happy to have hit 8st 13lb; on the other, my running was still not improving as much as I wanted. Both my mum and my coach were convinced my loss of speed was due to me losing weight and told me I needed to put it back on. 

18th April 2005,

I really don’t want to put on weight, I still think I need to lose it, I haven’t got a flat stomach. I hate being slow and I wonder why I have got so much slower. Ma reckons it might be my hormones, but I don’t as I didn’t have them last year either. My coach and Ma think I need to put on weight but I’m 100% sure I don’t.

Despite my weight loss, the summer competitive season of 2005 saw me win the Essex Schools and compete in events such as the Essex Championships, South of England Championships, and the Nationals (AAAs). The weekend of the 2005 AAAs is one of my fondest memories. My mum and I travelled to Birmingham on the Friday afternoon and we stayed at the Innkeeper’s Lodge. Attached to the lodge was a Toby Carvery. I had never been to one before and I couldn’t believe the glorious-looking food. Everything on the menu sounded delicious. In the few days before competitions, I never restricted my food. I ate what I was meant to because I wanted to get in as much fuel and energy as possible. Subconsciously I must have known that my limited food intake the rest of the time was not supportive of good athletic performance. But nothing could shift the thought that if I lost weight I could run faster.

So, for that meal in the Toby Carvery, I wanted something that would help me perform well. The previous year when we had stayed in a different hotel, I remembered I had eaten scampi and chips, and I had performed dreadfully the following day. This thought was in the back of my mind when I was choosing my meal. I chose beef in red wine sauce which I had with roast potatoes and vegetables from the carvery. It was delicious. When I looked round the restaurant, I remember thinking that everyone was so overweight with mountainous plates of food piled high with roast potatoes and Yorkshire puddings. I couldn’t believe that people could eat so much. I vowed to myself that I must never be like that.

That evening we had an early night because my race the following day was one of the first events. Driving to the stadium next morning, we played my mum’s cassette of Randy Crawford in the car. Whenever I listen to her music now, particularly ‘Street Life’ and ‘One Day I’ll Fly Away,’ it reminds me of that trip to Birmingham. I was in Lane 3 for the first heat of the 300m hurdles. I felt sick with nerves. But, over the years of competing, I had come to learn that nerves were a good thing. They helped me perform. When I didn’t have the adrenaline surging through my body, I never performed at my best. So nerves were a good sign.

Racing against the best in the country, I had no expectations. I knew I wasn’t one of the best, but I had qualified to compete against them and that in itself was an achievement. I didn’t mind if I came last, I just wanted to perform well for me. During the race, as I entered the final 100m, the home straight, I could see I wasn’t at the back of the pack. I was up there near the front. I couldn’t believe it. I stumbled over the last hurdle and nearly lost my balance. Somehow, I managed to keep on my feet and gave it one last kick towards the finish line. There was nothing left in my legs, but they kept running round. I never imagined in a million years that I would come third in my heat with a Personal Best (PB) and reach the semi-final. But that is what I had achieved. I was absolutely overjoyed. I had never expected I was capable of achieving that and my dream of becoming a professional athlete seemed more possible. I had made it to the top sixteen in the country and this was one of the best feelings I have ever felt. True happiness. It makes me wonder now how good I could have been had I been eating properly and taking in enough energy to fuel my training and competitions.

I had developed a plan in my mind that going to university would be the start of really setting about achieving my dream. I knew if I could get into a good sporting university like Loughborough, I would receive the excellent coaching I needed and, most importantly, it would be my opportunity to lose weight and attain the slender athletic figure I was convinced I needed in order to succeed. Going to university would mean my mum wouldn’t be there to make me eat. I imagined everything would fall into place at university – my weight, my athletics, my dream. Until then, I told myself I just had to wait.

The summer of 2005 was also when Great Britain won the bid to host the 2012 Olympic Games, fuelling my hope and motivation.

Thursday 7th July 2005,

Yesterday we won the Olympic bid for 2012! It has made me really determined to be in them and I’m really going to train hard because I have a funny feeling inside me.

Clearly my body knew something was going to happen. Something major, something important. I thought it would be the realisation of my dream. But it was quite the opposite. That funny feeling was trying to tell me something. Yes, something important and major was going to happen. But, instead of becoming a professional athlete and achieving my dream, I became a professional anorexic and lived the nightmare.

Chapter 4
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The next two years at college studying for my AS Levels and A Levels followed a similar pattern to before. My life was dominated by studying, training, worrying about having no friends, and wanting to lose weight. Jess had another new friendship group, and Vicky and her best friend had a new group now as well. Wherever I was, I was on the edge and felt left out.

Looking back, I think this is where my depression properly started. I would look around and see that everyone was thinner than me, prettier than me, more popular than me. I felt invisible, like no one would notice or care if I wasn’t there. I was rarely invited to things. To have to listen to your ‘friends’ every break and every lunchtime talking about evenings out and weekends together, when you have not been invited, is soul-destroying. I desperately wanted a best friend and, as I struggled to make friends in reality, my relationship with what was to become my best and only friend, anorexia, was growing.

As for the athletics, I increased my training and, despite my continuing under-fuelling, I participated in and won some important competitions, and ranked in the top thirty in the UK at my event for my age. This gave me hope that I might yet become a successful athlete. In retrospect, I am sure I would have been capable of running much faster had I been fuelling myself properly. But I will never know for sure.

A new development at this time, which I now realise was symptomatic of my growing anorexia, was when my sister visited home from university. She had lost a huge amount of weight and I found it incredibly difficult to deal with. The morning after she arrived home, I forced her onto the scales. My mum also wanted to weigh her because she was worried about her significant weight loss. The scales read 9st. That had to be a good two stones less than her previous weight. I was devastated. I could not believe she weighed the same as me. That was not how it was meant to be. To me, despite us weighing the same and being the same height, she looked far thinner than me. Throughout our whole lives, I had always been the thinner one, and I could not bear it when she became thinner than me. I was furious and jealous, and the only solution I could think of was to vow to lose more weight.

Friday 7th April 2006,

I hate Nicola being so skinny! And the fact that she can’t see it. She’s so hypocritical! I have been eating slightly less this week, but so has she and she’s been going on the exercise bike every day! Why can’t she see how thin she is? It’s so annoying. I want to be thinner than her and I can’t stop thinking about it. It’s really getting to me.

I would look at my sister of 9 stone and see a walking skeleton. But then I would look at myself, also around 9 stone, and see a fat, cellulite lump. Isn’t it ironic that I had commented on her hypocrisy, her inability to see herself as she truly was? But anorexia was clouding my vision, not blocking it at that moment, but very much clouding it. That is the thing with anorexia, it convinces you that you are bigger than everyone else and manipulates your mind so that you can’t see how thin you are. To my relief, over the next few months my sister regained the lost weight and has maintained a healthy size ever since.

My new year’s resolutions for 2006 were:

1. Lose weight,

2. Do not waste time or wish time to pass,

3. Treat each day like it’s my last.

My breakfast and lunches became smaller or, in the case of my lunch, sometimes non-existent. From waking up in the morning to dinner time in the evening, I did not consume more than 500 calories. Now I know you’re probably thinking, if I was only eating 500 calories during the day and doing so much training, how was I not losing vast amounts of weight? The answer is that my dinner in the evening was always a decent size and every night I had a pudding.

I loved puddings, particularly my mum’s home-made apple crumble or spotted dick, or Aunt Bessie’s Jam Roly Poly. But I hated myself for eating them. I wished I had the self-discipline and willpower to turn them down, but I couldn’t. My mum was so concerned I was underweight and under-fuelled, she knew dinner time was one occasion when she got to get some food into me. In my mind, I had to compensate for my dinners and puddings, where there was no possibility of restricting, by not eating much for breakfast and lunch. It is clear to me, looking back now, that these were anorexic thoughts and they were influencing my eating habits. However, they had not completely taken over and I was not fully subordinate to anorexia. That was to come later.

As I approached my eighteenth birthday in September 2006, I was filled with utter dread. I wished I could be like Peter Pan – the child that never grows up. I didn’t feel ready to think about going to university; I didn’t feel ready to face life. Everyone around me wanted to be eighteen. They wanted to go out partying, they wanted to go out drinking, they wanted to be an adult. Not me.

Summer 2006,

I so don’t feel old enough to be 18! I still feel like a kid – I still WANT to be a kid. I want to stay a child forever. I don’t want to be an adult. I hate it. Why does it have to happen? Why can’t I just be 15 again? I don’t feel old enough to go to uni and leave home. It’s going to be so scary!

I had a bouncy castle party for my birthday which I really enjoyed, and I spent the day with my family and was treated to a professional massage, manicure, and pedicure. I had my favourite dinner in the evening: my mums home-made chicken chasseur followed by her speciality chocolate cake. This was the last birthday meal I chose, that I looked forward to, that I really enjoyed. That was my penultimate birthday before anorexia truly set in. From then on, birthdays became just another day. From then on, anorexia dominated everything. There is only room for one thing in a life with anorexia. And that isn’t a birthday.

At around the same time as I turned eighteen, I had to start deciding what university I wanted to go to. To help me decide, I attended several open days at some of my choices – Loughborough, St Mary’s, Bath, Birmingham, and Cardiff Metropolitan University (UWIC). Loughborough had always been my preferred choice as it is the top university in the country for sport science and has the highest calibre athletics coaches. The open day at Loughborough was my first and I went with my sister. I had gone in with such high hopes but, looking around, I absolutely hated it.

As Nicola and I inspected one of the halls-of-residence, I turned to her with tears welling in my eyes. “I’d rather sleep in a tent,” I said. “This is horrible.”

On the train journey home I told Nicola there was no way I would go to Loughborough. I attended the rest of the open days with my dad. I didn’t like any of the universities and looking round, I felt daunted by the prospect of having to move to one of those places and establish a new life there on my own. I would look at the other prospective students looking round, and they all seemed so much older than me and excited by the prospect of moving out.

“I am not like these people,” I told myself, “I can’t imagine living here or coping here.”

I felt like a child. I felt like I needed my parents by my side. I was terrified to face the big, wide world alone. But going to university felt like the only option for me. If I was going to achieve my dream, I needed to go to university. I was desperate to get the decent training I had been longing for, that would set me on the path to turning dream into reality. And of course, I had to go to university as soon as possible to start losing weight. Going to university felt like the only way I would lose the weight to make me run faster. And I did not want to delay the process any longer. As much as I had hated it, I knew Loughborough would be the best for my athletic development; I was determined I had to go there.

My weight towards the end of 2006 and start of 2007 remained pretty steady, around 9 stone or just under, and my training regime was as before. However, I was upset that my training wasn’t going very well and it felt like my dreams were slipping away.

I would often complain to my mum, “All I want is to lose weight, train harder and run faster. But I’m getting worse. I used to be fast back in the early years of secondary school. I want to get back to that.”

“The difference between then and now, Bex, is that you were bigger then. You had more power and energy to run fast. You’ve lost too much weight and, because you’ve lost weight, you’ve lost muscle so your speed has gone,” my mum would reply, trying to give me encouragement and hope. And, most importantly, trying to encourage me back to a healthier weight.

This was a fairly frequent conversation and I would always leave the exchange questioning whether perhaps she was right, but quickly deciding no, she must be wrong.

I would think to myself, ‘I do not need to put on weight. If I need to put on weight, then why I am I still so big? I wouldn’t be this fat and have this huge stomach if I needed to put on weight. No, I need to lose weight. I need to get a flat stomach: that will help me run faster.’

My stomach is my big bugbear. It always has been, and I imagine it always will be. I would look at other athletes and see they all had six-packs and completely flat stomachs. That was what I wanted. I hated that mine stuck out so much. Jess, who I still desperately wanted to be friends with, who was popular amongst lots of the girls and all of the boys, had, in my eyes the perfect figure. Her stomach was washboard flat and she had a six-pack. She had the type of stomach you see in magazines.

“If she can get a stomach like that then so can I,” I would tell myself. “Lots of sit-ups and fewer calories.”

I convinced myself that if I had a flat stomach I’d be more attractive and people would like me more. All the boys fancied Jess. She would often go out to clubs and could have any man she wanted. Whereas me? I was a freak. I was eighteen, never had a boyfriend, never kissed a boy. I struggled to even hold a conversation with the male species. When I would go out with Jess and her friends, as I started to do occasionally, she would receive all the attention, both from the group of girls we went out with and all the surrounding lads with their mates. I was a reject, a nobody. If I hadn’t been there, no one would have noticed any difference. That was how I felt all the time. That nobody would actually care if I wasn’t there. I was left feeling destroyed, convinced I was a completely unlikeable person and a freak. My self-esteem was shattered.

I have no doubt that this sense of rejection throughout my teenage years, is one of the reasons why I have clung so firmly onto anorexia. Anorexia has felt like my friend when no one else did. Anorexia convinced me I couldn’t have real friends but that it didn’t matter, because I could have anorexia instead. However, I was soon to discover anorexia would destroy every friendship and relationship to get its own way. Anorexia is not a friend, but an enemy.

Throughout the spring and early summer of 2007, I was spending nine to ten hours a day revising for my A Levels. The revision, coupled with my athletics training, occupied my whole time. I would walk up and down the garden path for an hour a day, reading and reciting my revision notes. That way I could revise and burn calories at the same time. You would think that with the importance of these exams and the need to perform well in them, I would consider the revision period an important time where I needed to be functioning at my best, with full concentration and energy. But I was very anxious about sitting down so much, so I never ate lunch and had only a handful of cereal for breakfast. This would fuel me for the whole day until dinner which, when I had training, wasn’t until 9pm. I couldn’t justify eating during the day when I had been sitting down. The fear of gaining weight was too strong to allow me to eat. And it seemed logical, if I was sitting down all day, I was not burning calories, so I had to eat less.

After my A Level exams finished, I joined another athletics club as well as my old one, so I was training every day of the week except Fridays. Joining the new club was a terrifying prospect as it meant training with much faster people and at a much higher intensity. My first few competitions of the season didn’t go too well, and my times were nowhere near what I had hoped for and needed. I spent the whole winter trying to train hard. I tried 100% in everything I did. I left no training session without giving it my all. And then to find that this wasn’t good enough to make any improvements from the previous year – it was gutting. I felt like a failure. This made getting into Loughborough University ever more important. It was my only chance to get the decent training I needed and to be able to lose weight and so allow me to fulfil my dreams.

I got a practice run of how I would be able to take control of my eating at university when I went on holiday with my friends in the summer of 2007. I spent most of the holiday wishing I could be closer to Jess, jealous of her always being with her best friend, Allana, and feeling like a nobody. It was a difficult time but, in my mind, I was focused on losing weight.

I was really pleased with myself that I ate minimally on the holiday. I proved to myself that I could do it, and it was a promising sign for my quest to diet at university. One day on the holiday, I only ate a tuna roll, a banana, and a rich tea biscuit. This provided the reassurance and proof I needed that if my mum wasn’t cooking for me and wasn’t around, then I could eat less. I may not have had the discipline at home but, when left to my own devices, I could be strict with myself and I was sure I would lose weight. In the one week I was on holiday, I lost nearly half a stone. I was very happy, but the downside was that my athletics performance on return was shockingly bad. I acknowledged that this may in part have been due to my lack of eating on holiday – I probably hadn’t eaten enough, but I was still convinced I needed to lose weight.

It was confirmed, in August 2007, that I would go to Loughborough University. I’d achieved the A Level grades I needed and my plan to lose weight, and get faster, could now be implemented. But part of me must have known something bad might happen. My mum had continually said to me over the past few months that she thought I should take a gap year, and part of me knew she was right. When I got my results and it was confirmed I was going to Loughborough, I doubted my decision to go.

Monday 3rd September 2007,

I’m now starting to think it’s not the right decision and that I should have taken a gap year. I so don’t feel ready to leave home... I’m dreading going!

But I was impatient, and I didn’t want to waste another year of not losing weight and not improving my running. In my head I had no choice but to go to university straight away, so I could start losing weight, training hard, and achieving my dream.

Chapter 5
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Starting Out at Loughborough
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D-Day occurred on Thursday 27th September 2007 – the day I moved to Loughborough. I was swamped with feelings of worry, sadness and fear. I said goodbye to my mum at home, both of us with tears welling in our eyes. It was then a three-hour car journey with my dad to arrive at my destination. The start of the journey wasn’t too bad as I knew I still had a few hours until I got there. I hoped for a really long car journey, the longer the better.

But those few hours passed too quickly, and ‘Loughborough’ started to appear on the motorway signs. The radio was on, but I wasn’t taking any of it in.

“If Loughborough is on the road signs, we must be near,” I thought.

An overwhelming feeling of dread encompassed me. Then I saw the signs to my hall-of-residence and, low and behold, within several minutes we were pulling into the driveway of very old-looking buildings with hundreds of people around. I saw students with their parents unloading suitcases from their cars, knowing this was going to be me in a few minutes. These people all appeared excited, happy, chatting away. Not me: I wanted to hug my dad and get him to take me home. But we got out of the car, found our way over to the registration queue and proceeded to walk down the line, collecting leaflets, information brochures, goodie bags, and at the end of the queue, the key to my halls and my bedroom.

“19 Cedar Lodge,” the boy at the desk said. “That’s in the halls on the opposite side of the road, about fifty metres down.”

We got back in the car and drove over to my halls. The setting was quite pretty with grand trees lining the driveway and scattered about on the grass between buildings. My block was at the end of the driveway and there was no escaping it now. We were there, and I had to go in.

I found my bedroom up the stairs near the end of a corridor in a flat of seven other bedrooms. I could see another bedroom door open, voices coming from inside, boxes stacked high on the floor. I scurried into my room with my dad; I didn’t want to see anybody. The room was basic but perfectly pleasant, with a bed, a desk, a wardrobe and a window looking out onto the grass and trees. But the acceptableness of my bedroom did nothing to ease my fears and worry. My dad tried to be enthusiastic, “Cor, this is nice, isn’t it? Look, you’ve got a nice big desk, a good view out of the window.”

Despite his enthusiasm (for which I was grateful), I was fighting hard not to burst into tears. We decided to start transferring all my stuff from the car to my room. And believe me, there was a hell of a lot of stuff. When you move away to university, you literally have to transfer your whole life. Not only do you need the essentials like clothes, pillows, pots and pans, but you need the nice little extras, the nick-nacks to make your bedroom your home, as essentially this is what it becomes. You need all the photos frames, the cushions – those things that make it yours, that try and make living away from your real home less painful. For me, that meant having everything (and by everything I do mean everything) in my bedroom pink. If I was going to have to live there, I would have the pink bedroom I had always wanted. It was a mild form of compensation.

With everything piled into my bedroom, I carried my kitchen utensils into the communal kitchen. My dad helped me find a cupboard I could claim as mine, where I could store all my pink plates and cups. He went to fetch more saucepans from my bedroom as I unloaded my crockery.

A girl walked into the kitchen. She was stunning, with shoulder-length brown hair and immaculate make-up. We exchanged a nervous ‘Hello’ and I rushed out as quickly as possible, feeling shy and very awkward. I later learnt that her name was Selin, and little did I know then that she would become one of my dearest friends.

With my cooking equipment all in my kitchen cupboard, and everything else packaged up in my bedroom, I told my dad he might as well go home and
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