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			Dedication

			For Francesca, aka the men in white coats.

			I owe you a life.
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			Introduction

			In a 2019 study* of two thousand 13- to 38-year-old Americans, over half of the respondents said they would become an influencer given the opportunity, and 86 per cent would post sponsored content (known as ‘sponcon’). I was one of the lucky few who got that chance, and I’m going to tell you why I wouldn’t do it again.

			Although I’d never describe myself as an influencer, for the purposes of this book I think it’s right to accept that I am – or at least, I was. At my peak, I had almost 150,000 followers and still I acted like the influencer version of that girl who claims they’re ‘not like other girls’ while doing everything that ‘other girls’ do, including sponcon, personal appearances, gifted stays and press trips. I wanted to be the Instagram cool girl, the renegade who sat on the sidelines, satirising the people who really cared. But I really cared. I cared about Instagram a lot. And much like the cool girl who eats junk food while remaining a size eight, and who loves sports, farts essential oils and is a bit above gossiping, actually, the Instagram cool girl doesn’t exist. I thought I could be an influencer without really being an influencer. I thought I could have lots of followers without needing followers. I thought I could monetise my account without selling out. I thought that I was different, that I wasn’t like other girls. But I was, and that’s why I had to stop.

			Like a lot of women who grew up in the nineties and the noughties, I was led to believe that I needed to make myself smaller; I was too loud, too emotional, too angry, too big. I drank too much, told too many jokes, knew I was funnier than the boys.

			By the time I reached my mid-twenties, I’d had enough. Enough of being presented with new ways to control myself so I could be a nice girl. Enough of being denied opportunities because I didn’t fit a specific mould. I was tired of waiting for someone to tell me I was funny. I saw social media as a fast-track to success, and for a while, it was.

				
					* https://morningconsult.com/form/influencer-report-engaging-gen-z-and-millennials-download/
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			The Origins of Influence

			Who was the original influencer? A cursory google assures me that it was Shakespeare, but it could also be Andy Warhol, Nancy Mitford, Princess Margaret or God. It seems ridiculous to compare the people we deem ‘influencers’ today to people who are undoubtedly icons, but before you could fill your feed with identikit women in luxe athleisure, icons were influencers and they could make anything fly off the shelves.

			The first ever #collab was in 1767 between Wedgwood and the Royal family. After Queen Charlotte gave them permission to name their tableware Queen’s Ware, their family business turned into a global enterprise, causing Kardashian levels of market domination. No wonder Meghan and Harry left the Royal family. They just wanted to put their faces on their own tea towels. Is that too much to ask?

			As influence has evolved, so has the type of person taking advantage of it. Michael Jordan’s Nike collaboration was the Yeezy of his day. Elizabeth Hurley’s contract with Estée Lauder made her a vintage Kylie Jenner. Celebrity endorsement hasn’t ended, but followers are slowly starting to eclipse the value of fame.

			When I was at school, there wasn’t a single girl who didn’t want to be Sienna Miller. She was the face that launched a thousand coin belts and she represented everything I wished I was. Naturally beautiful, effortlessly stylish, going out with actual Jude Law.

			Her influence was potent. Almost overnight my all-girls boarding school looked like a Boho episode of Black Mirror, where the school becomes populated by blonde, back-brushed clones with bad highlights, wearing fake UGGs, ratty gilets and comically enormous belts.

			We could afford to become bargain-bin versions of her with our pocket money. She was the first celebrity who to me seemed within reach. I thought if I met her, we’d definitely be friends. I made it my mission to emulate her casual je ne sais quois. Convinced I was only a gypsy skirt away from an ‘I woke up like this’ nonchalance that could be bought in Portobello Market.

			‘The less I look like I’ve tried, the better,’ I told myself, before securing a gladiator belt around my pyjama bottoms and heading to the pub.

			When binning said ratty gilet years later, my mother remembers that at least it was better than the Paris Hilton phase, during which I committed to a Miss Sixty mini-skirt so short it came with in-built denim knickers.

			Teenage girls have always wanted to be just like their favourite celebrities, but without Instagram, we had to settle for scanning the pages of our favourite magazines. I favoured a combination of what I considered to be high and low literature in my adolescence. The high was Tatler and the low was Heat, ensuring I was drip-fed inspiration from all of my idols, American celebrities with DUIs and nineties’ ‘It Girls’ with coke problems. At my school, girls taking politics A level were allowed a newspaper account to help them stay on top of current affairs. What they hadn’t accounted for was that the newsagent didn’t know the score, and along with the FT, we all signed ourselves up for an annual subscription to Heat, Now, Closer and Tatler.

			Tara Palmer-Tomkinson, Lady Victoria Hervey, Paris Hilton and Tara Reid were, to me, the original influencers. I would have cut off my hand to go on a night out with these bottle-blonde legends. They were famous for being famous and they gave no fucks. They were privileged and problematic but nobody cared because they looked like so much fun. They told us you could be famous for being gorgeous and a laugh. When I get my braces off and stop looking like Heath Ledger, I thought, I am going to be an It Girl.

			My dream encounter with a real-life It Girl came in my twenties, when my friend Liv and I had turned up at her parents’ house hungover after a party. Her godfather was coming over and we were told that he had a new girlfriend. We were more than a bit surprised that the girlfriend was Tara Palmer-Tomkinson. I knew by then that when the lights go up in Chinawhite it still has a sticky floor and I was desperate to hear her tales from the tabloid trenches.

			‘I bet you a tenner I can get her to talk about coke,’ I said.

			‘£20 if you can get her on to her nose.’

			When we walked back into the kitchen moaning about our hangovers, it was like a red rag to a bull. Tara was the funniest, most charismatic and most indiscreet person I’d ever met. She immediately launched into tales from her party years, her nose job and the trick she used to play on Prince Charles. As a child, she would mix up a concoction of peanut butter and Nutella, pile it onto the carpet and step on it.

			‘Charles, look what the corgis have done,’ she’d say. Then she’d pick up her shoe and lick it.

			She told us that she used to throw bags of cocaine into the air and sniff, and that she always packed her passport on a night out because she never knew where she would end up. Once, she said, she had played a game where she and her friends had spun a globe while blindfolded and had to fly wherever their finger landed. She started coming down in Krakow.

			Unfortunately, I was never destined to be an It Girl of Tara’s calibre. In the circles I ended up moving in, everyone was far more concerned with wheatgrass than cocaine.

			Unsure, insecure teenage girls are the perfect influencees, and although I like to think I’ve now gone my own way, my taste now still isn’t really mine. Today I am wearing bootcut black jeans from Zara, cowboy boots from GANNI and a white shirt with an impossibly large collar that I saw one of the skinny French influencers wearing on Instagram. These women lurk in the background of my every sartorial choice, falsely leading me to believe that with every new Breton top or trench, I too will come closer to becoming thin and French.

			Unsurprisingly, the collar doesn’t make me look thin or French. Instead, I look like I’m posing for a portrait in sixteenth-century Holland or I’m the ghost of a Victorian child. Later today I will probably do an exercise class in a bid to rail against the will of nature, and because the female body type currently considered acceptable involves abs; I know I will never have abs, no matter how hard I try, but try I must, because the Instagram algorithm tells me that everybody else has them.

			This probably all sounds quite depressing. Those of you familiar with my work will know that I did my absolute best to take people out of the cycle of unattainable aspiration we’re bombarded with on Instagram, but I’m not immune to influence. The influencers have invaded my sovereignty, and I am cursed to like what they like because you cannot be what you cannot see, and today everyone I can see, is thin and fucking French.

			The word ‘influencer’ in the terms that we’ve come to understand was added to the dictionary on 9 May 2019. This new breed of influencer fed into our desire to platform people who are ‘just like us’. Celebs are no longer just in glossy magazines and on red carpets. They’re in our homes, on our televisions and now in our pockets. The most valuable commodity a celebrity can have is ‘relatability’. The top ten most successful influencers named in a YouGov poll were mostly ‘normal people’ like Joe Wicks, Joe Sugg and Mrs Hinch. We’re happier to be sold to by people with whom we believe we share common ground.

			The efficacy of influencers comes from their ability to make you feel like you could be just like them. You will likely never be as rich or successful as Zoella, but she still wears jumpers from Topshop and uses Rimmel eyeliner. Her success isn’t intimidating, but tangible.

			I often wonder if I should be resisting influence. To admit to being influenced is to give up the attractive idea that, as individuals or societies, we are entirely self-contained. I’ve thought about who I might be and what I’d look like without external influence, and I would probably be an agoraphobic swamp demon with a dangerously large collection of fleeces. I’m inherently drawn to things that feel soft. My love of fleece, I assure you, is sovereign.

			In Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, Lord Henry says, ‘all influence is immoral … to influence a person is to give him one’s own soul. He does not think his natural thoughts, or burn with his natural passions. His virtues are not real to him. His sins, if there are such things as sins, are borrowed.’

			When I look at influencers, knowing what I do, I can’t help but think that Instagram has sucked the soul out of being sold to. My idols of old were messy, hilarious and iconic. I devoured Tara’s satirical, Sunday Times column, ‘Yah’. I got hammered in the nightclubs they frequented. Tara Palmer-Tomkinson and Darren Day in I’m a Celebrity Get Me Out of Here were my Romeo and Juliet. The lives of the influencers I follow now are curated to the point of being mundane. Posey couple shots lead to black-and-white weddings in tasteful gowns made by designer friends. TPT just wanted to be loved. She reminded me of me.
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			200 Followers

			It’s 2015, and I’m comparing myself to Lena Dunham. Again. It’s a Monday morning and I’m hungover and self-flagellating. Lena has become my measuring stick for success or lack thereof, and checking up on her has become a ritual. No matter that she lives in a New York brownstone with her rock star boyfriend while I live in a basement in Hackney with my best friend, Liv.

			We’re the same age and we’re in similar(ish) industries, so I’m using Lena’s Instagram account to remind myself of what could have been in another life. I am twenty-seven and slowly accepting that I’ve left the age where staggering success will see me labelled as an ingénue.

			Why does success look so much sweeter before you’re twenty-five? I wonder as I shovel Nutella toast into my mouth. People never call you a genius when you make it in your thirties.

			I land on a post that Lena’s written about her mental health, and how annoying it is when people tell you to exercise. ‘It ain’t about the ass, it’s about the brain. Thank you,’ she writes sassily while posing in a sports bra and leggings.

			‘Another thing we have in common,’ I think. We’re both scriptwriters in our twenties with depression and anxiety, only difference is Lena’s scripts get made and I’m still hanging round television execs hoping my ubiquitous presence is all that’s needed for a producer to crack and give me a shot.

			It’s comforting that she talks so openly about her mental health. I rarely mention mine, except to Liv. She’s been through similar issues and she gets it. We are in agreement that Sertraline makes you look and feel like an owl on crack.

			‘Do I still have red-wine fangs?’ I ask her, rubbing my top lip.

			‘No, but you have Nutella in your hair.’

			Starting your week at your lowest ebb doesn’t bode well.

			‘What I wouldn’t give for a 3.2-million-dollar book deal,’ I daydream while attempting to dry hump my way onto a packed tube. ‘I’d probably need millions of Instagram followers first. Or to be family friends with Meryl Streep.’

			YouTuber Zoella has just signed a two-book deal with Penguin, in spite of not having shown any previous literary ambitions. I’d tried putting out a couple of vlogs, but I found that it made me feel old and technologically inept. It was also pretty difficult finding time to film with a full-time job.

			I was working in television, as a development researcher for the company that makes MasterChef. My foot in the door had come unexpectedly, after I’d been made redundant from a job writing product descriptions in a basement below a shop. It was so badly run they kept forgetting to pay me and I once took out a Wonga loan to pay my rent. The day they let me go, the CEO accidentally transferred me £500 that was meant for his wife, sacked me, then asked for it back.

			By the time I turned up at a friend’s wedding, unemployed and convinced my degree had been a total waste of time, I found myself sat next to a Scot. Meeting another Scot in the wild can go one of two ways for me. I sound distinctly English and my parents are Tories, which tend to be two things that rub Scots up the wrong way. This man and I, however, had history. Derek was from Ayrshire and was the head of Entertainment Development at the BBC. He told me that my grandfather had been his MP when he was a child, during a teacher’s strike. ‘You’re the reason I can’t read or count,’ he said, narrowing his eyes before erupting into laughter. ‘I’m going to get you a job.’ True to his word, Derek called me a couple of days later to ask if I had any experience as a runner on my CV.

			‘I did a couple of days on shoots when I first graduated,’ I lied. I started that week.

			When I arrived at the BBC, everyone was aware that I was the boss’s pet. I tried to hold my privilege close to my chest but I hadn’t a hope. On my first day, Derek announced to the office that his new assistant was ‘so posh her grandfather signs the banknotes in Scotland’. I didn’t take the job very seriously because I didn’t take myself very seriously. And how could I when a producer asked me one Friday afternoon if I could shoot that weekend and I said, ‘Yes, my father has an estate in Scotland.’ He said, ‘I meant, can you use a camera?’

			The novelty of working at Television Centre never wore off. Its donut shape meant I could rollerblade from my office to where they used to film Top of the Pops. My immediate superior was the glorious Nickie from Birkenhead, a vegetarian who rarely ate vegetables and subsisted on a diet of chips and pink wine. She was perpetually furious, smoked like a chimney and, like me, was going to be a writer. ‘I was once asked to write an episode of Miranda,’ she said.

			I was immediately obsessed with her. Together, it was our job to read unsolicited TV ideas sent in from the public and reply with why they were never going to get made. Someone had once written in with the idea for The Weakest Link, so we considered each idea seriously, even Dale’s Bales, a show where Dale Winton rated the nation’s haybales out of ten, and The Only Way is Gareth, a show in which Gareth Gates and Gareth Southgate were chained together in a room until one of them either surrendered or died.

			I wasn’t expected to do any writing, so instead I spent most of my time with Nickie, smoking in the Blue Peter garden by Shep’s grave. I leaned into my role as office jester, beginning a relentless campaign to be put on the TV. As soon as I got my hands on a BBC email address, I got to spamming. I would email casting teams, comedy commissioners and well-placed co-ordinators asking to buy them coffee and pick their brains. I had written two sitcom pilots. One was called Totty, based on the bad behaviour of myself and my schoolfriends, and the other was called Me and My Housemate, Sue, which was based on a period where my friend’s mum moved into our flatshare after a divorce, so she could get herself back on the dating scene.

			I showed them to anyone who would read them, even getting as far as a meeting with someone at BBC Glasgow. I cold-emailed agents, tapped up every contact I could fathom, but everyone was saying the same thing: perform your material first; take a show to Edinburgh; show us what you can do. I was terrified at that thought, so instead I auditioned for reality TV shows, once carrying a plastic shotgun across Hampstead Heath for a show called Kookyville. I even appeared in the pilot for a BBC version of what would become Gogglebox. I consider it my luckiest break that none of these shows worked out.

			I left the BBC when Derek did, no doubt to the relief of everybody there. I was now a development researcher for factual shows, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was halfway up a ladder I didn’t want to climb.

			This was how I found myself, one Friday afternoon, secretly writing a comedy show at work that I was planning to take to the Edinburgh Festival.

			‘Bella,’ said my boss, Faye, over the top of her computer. ‘Are you busy?’

			She knew I wasn’t busy. We’d been auditioning potential MasterChef contestants in the office and I’d elected myself as taster. I made a habit of electing myself as anything to do with being on telly, just in case I was ‘discovered’ by one of the office execs, and had spent the last twenty minutes loudly parlaying my inexpert opinion on a contestant’s biryani. Last week the head of the company asked Faye if she’d hired me solely as her personal entertainer. I would like to point out that I entertained everyone; I was a job-lot jester that everyone could enjoy. And I wasn’t terrible at my job, just easily distracted.

			I paused for ten seconds so it looked like I was finishing something important.

			‘Can you do some research on wellness please? Some girl called Deliciously Ella’s got the fastest-selling cookbook in the country and I want to know if we should put her on the telly.’

			I had been blissfully unaware of wellness up until that point. As far as I was concerned, wellness was just the opposite of illness, like not having a hangover or a cold. The idea that you could be more well than well had never crossed my mind.

			Sure, I knew about diets. I knew that cutting carbs was the fastest way to lose weight and that I should be eating my 5 a day. I’d noticed a recent uptick in my friends going to yoga and buying NutriBullets, but chia seeds and bee pollen were as far from my wheelhouse as barbecued guinea pig. Until that afternoon, I simply did not know they existed.

			It soon became clear that middle-class consumers worshipped at wellness’s altar, and when wellness is a religion, everyone needs a priest. If Gwyneth Paltrow is wellness’s Pope, Deliciously Ella is the Archbishop of Canterbury. Ella had used her new ‘lifestyle not diet’ to manage a chronic condition called PoTS, which affects the central nervous system. She had written a popular blog about her condition, claiming to be a reformed sugar monster. You can never be too rich or too thin, as the old adage goes, and nobody embodied that ethos to me more than Deliciously Ella. Ella Woodward was model-beautiful, her mother was a Sainsbury and they had a live-in butler and a house on Mustique.

			Her blog promised that if you ate like her you could be like her, and her Instagram made her life look pretty amazing. No one ever mentioned that becoming a wellness influencer takes time, effort and funds. No one seemed to care that you can’t post a picture of you doing a headstand on a tropical beach without a trip to the tropics. Her feed was full of gushing women admiring her perfect life and thanking her for saving them from their disgusting, sugar-filled lives.

			‘I’m not going to let some rich stick insect tell me what I can and cannot eat!’ I barked at Faye.

			‘Why, Bella? Does it remind you of school?’ Faye loved joking about me being posh. At my boarding school eating disorders were so rife we could have been a feeder school for the Priory. I’d have put money on my peers being into this.

			Sure enough, I got stuck into my research and found that Deliciously Ella was not alone. There were reams of these ‘wellness warriors’ looking to turn me onto their ‘lifestyle not diet’. Some claimed to have cured everything from IBS to eczema. One even claimed to have cured her cancer. They were all beautiful, slim and upper-middle class. They reminded me of the popular girls at uni who we called ‘the pretty but borings’. I didn’t see a huge amount of potential for a TV show. If we gave them a show, we’d be legitimising them.

			‘I’ve got an idea for a show,’ I said. ‘It’s called debunk the junk and we’ll get them to cook their food for actual doctors and dieticians and tell them it’s all a bunch of NutriBullshit.’

			Faye rolled her eyes.

			‘Are you aware that all of these women have eating disorders?’ I said.

			‘You can’t be sure of that, just ask yourself whether they’d make good telly.’

			I was certain that none of them would make good telly. They might have the enthusiasm of children’s television presenters but their food looked revolting, and it didn’t contain enough calories to sustain a gnat. They talked about glowing through wan smiles while arranging ingredients in bowls and calling it cooking. They chastised foods they deemed to be ‘processed’. All food is processed, I thought to myself. Even stirring is a process.

			I’ll admit, I am clearly not a doctor and it isn’t often I’m one to make armchair diagnoses, but I know what controlled eating looks like. What these women were doing might not have been as damaging as the girls at my school eating cotton wool and drinking bleach, but the mental arithmetic behind it is the same. They legitimised a problematic relationship with food and carried on the toxic message that thinness is aspirational.

			My lifestyle kept me reasonably slim, although in less abstemious ways. I’d been living my life as a sufficiently functioning swamp demon for some time powered by wine, fags, Diet Coke and junk. I spent most of my weekend chasing a party, waking for long enough each day to eat a solitary pizza or an entire pot of hummus with a packet of pitta.

			The only one of my 5 a day I regularly ingested was the grapes in wine. I was a mess and I knew I had to sort it out before my mother saw me and screamed, but I was living in East London in my twenties and my biggest motivation was fun.

			At work I ate the same packed lunch every day, chucking in an obligatory salad leaf and an occasional Calippo to ward off scurvy. Liv couldn’t cook and I couldn’t be bothered so dinner was often liquid, or made up of two to three components from the M&S party food aisle. Pork in pastry hadn’t failed me yet and in the right light I could almost pull off a crop top. Life was good, and it would be all the better when I was a famous comedian.

			Motivated more by fun than anything else, I started reading out the wellness witches’ Instagram captions to Faye in an exaggerated posh voice. There was a lot of talk about nourishing your body and being blessed. There were also a huge amount of ‘puddings’ made from vegetables: ‘avocado chocolate mousse’, ‘beetroot and sweet potato brownies’.

			‘This is ludicrous!’ I harrumphed at Faye. ‘You should check their porridge against the price of gold.’

			‘Just think about turning all those followers into viewers,’ she replied. My thoughts turned back to Lena, then I fell down a wellness hole.

			‘What the fuck do they mean by “eat clean”?’ I carried on grumbling. ‘As if vegetables pulled from the literal mud are cleaner than a Snickers that comes out of a wrapper.’

			‘Alright, Deliciously Bella, why don’t you start your own blog about the merits of drinking for three days straight before nourishing your body with eleven Domino’s and a vat of Ben & Jerry’s?’

			I laughed it off. I already had a personal Instagram account. I’d only posted about seven times. Usually photos of dogs or beaches or my vast collection of Harry Potter socks. I had a couple of hundred followers and averaged around three likes per post. Posting made me feel anxious. I couldn’t bring myself to believe that anyone was really interested in my unremarkable life. As a distraction from reading yet another blog post about the benefits of nut butter, I started looking for online wellness parodies. I found a satirical yoga instructor called ‘Awaken with JP’, but I couldn’t find any evidence of women making a joke about wellness.

			Maybe it could be funny. I thought. If people liked it, maybe I could persuade them to come and see my Edinburgh show. My only guaranteed audience thus far was my parents and their friends. It might be nice to see some people who weren’t wearing red trousers.

			I searched the name Deliciously Bella and found the account already existed. A lady in Australia was busy documenting badly lit puddings, so I settled on Deliciously Stella instead. I uploaded a sweaty gym selfie and various photos of me lying prostrate on the sofa. I found a picture where I was covered head to toe in Domino’s boxes and smoking a fag. I captioned the photos as if I was a premier wellness guru using all of the wellness warriors’ hashtags. That should spice up their explore page, I thought. Then I got back to work.
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			Steamed Vaginas and Spiralisers

			Well, well, wellness. Where do I start with this matcha-fuelled juggernaut of an industry? When I first found out about it, I thought it had to be a prank, or something for Americans. Why, in a country like the UK, where healthcare is free at the point of service, would you want to be more than well?

			Who decided that you could be weller, or the wellest, or that wellness was anything more than not being ill?

			I don’t want to lay all of the blame at Gwyneth Paltrow’s door but when I typed ‘wellness’ into Google for the first time, her name was everywhere, embedded in the hundreds of thousands of search results like a beautiful Hollywood computer virus. The contents of her website, goop, read like that of a mad aunt who you stopped seeing because she drank her own piss and looked like she’d got lost in a Swedish concept store.

			The article titles are so bizarre, it feels like performance art:

			‘How to cleanse your body with sacred herbs.’

			‘Can planetary gongs heal your astrological wounds?’

			At the time of writing you can buy a ‘marine collagen superpowder’ for £85 or a tablecloth for $650.

			Goop promises to ‘nourish the inner aspect’. She claimed to ‘just want to find the balance between Tofu and cigarettes’, but I was unsure where colonic irrigation fell in that Venn diagram.

			On her quest to peddle miracle cures to the white middle-classes, Gwyneth waged war on the vagina, suggesting everything from steaming it with mugwort to shoving an overpriced egg up there to ‘balance hormones, regulate menstrual cycles, prevent uterine prolapse and increase bladder control.’

			In the end, the egg got her sued and gynaecologists everywhere reminded us that the vagina is nature’s self-cleaning oven. As if to prove just how much her yoni appreciated all her unnecessary interventions, Gwyneth went ahead and released a candle that smelled like her vagina. It sold out immediately. Who’s laughing now?

			In short, wellness is bats, but it’s now a one-trillion-dollar industry and has trickled down from La La Land into our everyday lexicon. Its earning power has even outstripped that of Big Pharma. Apparently we’re now listening to the most popular girl in the class instead of the teacher.

			It appears that wellness is a reaction to some sort of levelled playing field. With most people having ready access to clean water, affordable food and free healthcare, rich people have committed to shelling out huge sums of money to try to cheat death.

			The question ‘Are you well?’ is now as long as a piece of string. Sure, you feel well, but could you be weller? Would you be more well if you’d eaten more chia seeds this morning, or slept in a hyperbaric chamber? Would you be more well if you did more yoga, ate less gluten and bought $1,000 towels from goop?

			Wellness is now measured by which multivitamin you take, which gym cult you subscribe to and how willing you are to pretend that spiralised courgettes are a suitable alternative to pasta. Wellness means not eating gluten or dairy. It means mindfulness, headspace, crystals, goop. It means grass-fed, vegan, avocado, seeds. It means spend money, cheat death.

			Of course, goop and Gwyneth Paltrow are leading the charge. Gwyneth’s abs could sell ice to the Eskimos, which she was almost doing by selling water bottles ‘infused with crystals’ for $80.

			The optimisation of water has got to be one of capitalism’s most shocking acts of charlatanism. Smartwater, charcoal water, vitamin water, alkaline water. Now you can be a water connoisseur, you could open a restaurant that serves bliss bowls and mung beans with a lululemon-clad water sommelier. Come to think of it I’m surprised that hasn’t happened. Maybe it has in LA.

			Alkaline water claims to be able to alter the pH of our bodies, which, if successful, would literally kill us. Our bodies are made up of 87 per cent water. We need it like we need oxygen. It has been here for longer than anything that has lived on this planet, and we, the people of 2020, think it can somehow be improved upon. This is arrogant delusion at its most magnificent. The only thing it is capable of alkalising is our urine. It’s the literal definition of flushing money down the drain.

			This type of wellness stole yoga from the Indians and gave it to white women with arses like ten-year-old boys. It is powered by consumerism and promises delivery from ageing through £200 face tonic. It is full of empty promises, stretching our gullibility like elastic.

			Clean eating was an early off-shoot of the wellness craze that exploded in 2015. Nowhere was this more evident than on Instagram.

			I watched friends put their new lifestyle on their credit card, bulk-buy yoga classes they would likely never complete, raid Holland & Barrett for tinctures that would gather dust in neglected bathroom cabinets.

			The lists of foods to avoid seemed endless. Healthy food was described as ‘clean’ and ‘guilt free’. I chuckled at the thought of them doing Hail Marys after ‘cheat day’, when they allowed themselves to eat ‘sugar-free’ crumble that was packed with maple syrup and fruit. One of which is full of sugar and the other, well, the other just is sugar, so that makes a lot of sense.

			Apparently dairy was demonic and poor gluten was the devil himself. Gluten was described as ‘toxic’, and ‘sandpaper for the gut’. As far as I could tell, nobody had a scientific or medical reason for the gluten-hate. There was even something called ‘gluten face’, which presumably leads to you being deformed by your addiction to toast.

			My granny was a coeliac. She literally couldn’t eat gluten and it was awful because she loved high tea. Gluten is a protein that holds bread together and makes it spongy, springy and delicious. Granny had to eat bread prescribed to her on the NHS, which was as dense as clay. Why would anyone lucky enough to eat a scone without gastric failure demonise nature’s glue?

			‘She also wasn’t small,’ I said matter-of-factly to no one in particular. ‘Plus, gluten-free produce is often expensive and full of sugar.’

			I looked at the recipes on these clean-eaters’ websites and added up the cost of the ingredients for a bowl of porridge. The bee pollen alone cost £15.

			I watched hours of footage of thin, white, posh women who claimed that spiralised courgette was an excellent alternative to pasta. I tried to imagine who would spend £1,000 on goop towels or drink out of a water bottle charged with crystals. Did I know these people? Did they walk among us? I started to feel concerned that I couldn’t do a handstand, and jealous that all these women’s lives resembled one long beach holiday.

			Since embracing wellness, they all said, they had more energy, their hair was stronger and their eyes were brighter. What I’m sure they really meant is that wellness makes you thin. The nineties and the noughties had been a difficult time to be a woman who struggled with her weight. It was the era of heroin chic, of Diet Coke and fags, of nothing tastes as good as skinny feels. While not healthy in any way, this approach to making yourself smaller was at least honest. Clean eating managed to repackage self-loathing as self-love. By ‘counting goodness not calories’, the emphasis was on making your body a temple not a nightclub, and losing weight was rarely flat-out mentioned, just implied.

			They were walking, talking, breathing examples of society’s conflation of beauty and goodness.

			‘They’re gorgeous so they must be right,’ was the message being conveyed, and lo and behold we lapped it up, convinced this was not only the best aesthetic choice to be made, but the moral one, too. Clean eating was touted as an act of self-care. The message was that you’ll only eat well if you think you’re worth it. Like the choice to eat chicken nuggets was a reflection of your low self-esteem.

			I would hazard a guess that in 2015 there was not a middle-class white woman in Britain who did not own, or know someone who owned, a spiraliser. Hell, even I owned a spiraliser, a stocking-filler from my mother who’d panic-bought in Lakeland. Carbs without the calories is what it professed to offer, while making food as filling as a bowl of ice. Brownies were filled with sweet potato, flaxseeds were the new flour.

			‘Eat enough beetroot brownies,’ they claimed, ‘and you’ll forget you even liked real brownies at all!’

			You should leave them alone, I thought to myself. They aren’t bothering you and if you don’t buy into it, that’s fine. It isn’t harming anyone.

			But that wasn’t strictly true. It was harming people by ascribing moral value to food. The terms ‘guilt free’, ‘cheat day’ and, most irritatingly, ‘clean’ were everywhere, suggesting that people who weren’t subscribing to this ‘lifestyle not diet’ were eating ‘dirty’.

			Moralistic language has seeped into the lexicon of gym instructors everywhere, most notably at SoulCycle, where they tell you that ‘in a single moment, you can reset your entire life.’ It’s a scientifically proven fact that exercise is important for maintaining good physical and mental health, but it does not possess divine qualities. Having a toned arse and a frequent endorphin buzz does not make you a better person, even if you did ‘show up for yourself today’.

			My biggest qualm with clean eating and wellness was that it is expensive and time-consuming. Life is hard enough without having to labour over the virtue of everything you eat. But the point was that these women’s lives were not hard. Like myself, they were privately educated and well-off, a lot of them were bankrolled by a parent or spouse. Most importantly, these people had time to boil their bones and soak their oats, and money to buy their spurious dusts. It’s all very well to claim that porridge is a simple food, but when it has twenty toppings and they all cost at least six quid each you’re looking at a mighty boujee breakfast.

			I developed a taste for a very niche type of schadenfreude. I delighted in news that a wellness blogger had been pictured eating sticky toffee pudding in a restaurant or that someone with their own range of spiralisers was hiding a secret, sordid coke problem. I didn’t need to look far to find the stories, people were all too thrilled to snitch on these perfect princesses. A man once approached me on a train, claiming to be Deliciously Ella’s former private chef. He told me that the whole family ate sweets by the bucket load. Another time a friend sent me a video of her eating cake in a restaurant. I don’t know what they thought I would do with the information. I had decided it would be classier not to talk about Ella in the press. She had liked a couple of my photos, which I screenshotted so that I had my receipts and continued to say as little as possible. I had heard from mutual friends that she wasn’t a fan of the account, and that she categorically did not find it funny. I was surprised by this. The account could hardly be described as cruel, and every time I did an interview I wanged on about how much I respected her as a businesswoman. I do respect her as a businesswoman, but as a person with a sense of humour, she needed some work.

			At its worst, wellness can give people false confidence that they are above illness, or even that they can cure it. In 2015 a blogger known as the Food Babe was found to have fabricated a cancer diagnosis so that she could claim to have ‘cured’ herself through wellness.

			When the coronavirus pandemic hit, a friend (who I love and respect very much) said that he didn’t think he would get it because he takes so many vitamins. I subsequently gave it to him, a fact of which I am not proud but could not have been avoided after he gave me a much-needed hug. The arrival of an untreatable virus we knew nothing about brought wellness into sharp perspective. No amount of yoga, tinctures or immune-boosting Mylk could stop it in its tracks. Fit and healthy people lost their lives, but the wellness illusion only gathered steam.

			Elle Macpherson recommended taking ‘immune boosting’ powdered plum (£85), a US website called The Beet suggested eating red peppers to ‘pump up skin and boost immunity’, because god knows you’ll want good skin on your deathbed. The same site suggests that the optimum amount of garlic to eat in a day is ‘more than most of us can fathom’.

			In 2019, a gynaecologist’s tweets went viral after she pleaded with women to please not put garlic into their vaginas to treat yeast infections, after a YouTube video suggesting it was watched 2.5 million times.

			Here lies the crux of my real issue with wellness. It is completely and entirely unregulated and anyone with a following can say anything. This is especially dangerous if the person suggesting whatever woeful remedy they’ve dreamed up is conventionally beautiful, or rich, or has an aspirational lifestyle. We as humans are desperate to better ourselves, to bring meaning to our lives, to live our best lives.

			It’s tempting to believe that if you eat, drink, sleep and vaginal steam like a movie star or a millionaire maybe you could live like one. But mung beans won’t get you a butler or better bone structure.

			From where I was sitting, wellness was so much more about how you look than how you feel. Looking well means looking slim. It means glowing. It means looking like you spend a lot of money on supplements, when nine times out of ten it’s Botox. It means spend more, feel smug, post about it, repeat.

		

		
			[image: Generic illustration of a heart]

			10,000 Followers

			People always ask me if I bought followers, and I’m aware that it seems inconceivable that the account grew so quickly, but within a couple of months I had 10,000 followers, interest from newspapers and was about to head up to Edinburgh to perform my first show.

			I’d showed Faye my new Instagram account after a couple of days.

			‘This,’ she said, ‘is hilarious.’

			I’d already got some strangers following me, and I’d seen that a friend of a friend had posted about me on Facebook.

			‘That,’ I said smugly, pointing at my phone, ‘is someone I don’t know.’

			‘But I thought you knew everyone?’ she teased. The office seemed to think I was like a public-school Kevin Bacon and could be traced to anyone with a double-barrelled surname. In reality, my brain functions like an address book. I’m brilliant with faces and names and, somewhat disconcertingly, could tell you the dating history of most people I’ve met.

			‘Who else have you shown?’ she asked with glee.

			The truth was that I hadn’t shown anyone yet. I’d been using all the same hashtags as the wellness gurus and people must have been accidentally directed to my page. The photos all had over ten likes and someone had left a cry laughing emoji under the Domino’s picture.

			‘Bella! You have a real-life fan!’

			Bolstered by Faye’s reaction and intrigued by how simple it had been to get my content in front
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