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The definition of “healthy eating” has been chewed up, spat out and redigested enough times to make Joe Public give up and seek out their nearest branch of McDonald’s. Our mindless obsession with eating “right” is such that we’re now more concerned about what our Instagram followers think of a poorly lit picture of our dinner than we are of that food’s effect on our own palate. Or, indeed, our happiness. We seem to be living in a time where we no longer eat with our hearts, emotions or heritage – but with our waistlines (and our followers) in mind.

We’re taking a bet that the reason you were drawn to this book in the first place is because you’ve already got a shelf full of health, food and diet books that you’ve underlined, dog-eared and studied time and time again in a quest for “becoming the best you”…are we right? All with the philosophy that by shovelling a few more overpriced avocados into your day, your gut will reduce in size, your skin will clear up and all your problems will melt away along with the cellulite marring your thighs. Might we also assume that you’re a little bored, like us, with the current conversation around food, especially the one aimed at women? It might comfort you to learn, then, that we too have felt the same way. We are prepared to offer you an alternative to those platefuls of vegetables that inundate your Instagram feeds. A book so matter-of-fact and concerned with how you can repair your fragile love affair with food, it could quite possibly change your life.

Want to know a secret that the health and diet world doesn’t want you to know about? You can’t tell how healthy a person is just by looking at their size. Want to know another? There is no such thing as “bad” or “naughty” food. Okay, okay, here’s one more, just for luck: gaining weight or being fat might not actually be the worst thing in the entire world, as society would have you believe.

Enter…us! Two journalists who crashed into the culinary world with a website called Not Plant Based, aimed at those who felt neglected by the food and health industry and who were seeking some sort of salvation. Not Plant Based grew in popularity (much to our surprise) by pioneering a fresh method of “dieting”, which involves only one simple, golden rule: eat what you like, and don’t worry about it. It’s a way of eating that is delicious, free of “guilt” and requires a hell of a lot less money spent in health food shops. A lifestyle in which your mental health is paramount and the only expectations are the ones you may – or may not – assign to yourself. It’s a diet where gluten is not the bloat-inducing devil, but instead a treasured ingredient critical to the spongy deliciousness of so many of our beloved recipes. A meal plan that involves plenty of dairy – which, by the way, is your bones’ best friend – a helping of protective fat and, of course, a bag full of sugar. Best of all, our approach comes recommended by dietitians, as demonstrated by the medical professionals who offer their scientific support.

While we’ve never claimed to be experts within the field of nutrition ourselves, during our years of research and through speaking to numerous dietitians, doctors, specialist researchers and psychologists, we’ve absorbed a wealth of extensive knowledge that is sourced from the very best minds. They all tell us that good physical health begins with good mental health. Feeling good about yourself, being confident in your size and caring less about your eating behaviours are the only #goals we encourage; we believe this can be achieved by taking the “everything in moderation” approach. Engaging with your body and respecting your physical and emotional self is key. As survivors of eating disorders, we have a deep understanding of dangerous deprivation and have spent a shameful amount of time worrying, obsessing and criticizing ourselves over our food choices, before finally reaching the conclusion that there really was – and is – nothing to worry about. We’re here to argue that good mental health is to food is what gluten is to bread, what cheese is to wine, what ice cream is to jelly: crucial.

The pages of Eat It Anyway will line your stomach in preparation for the millions of meals that await you. With help from scientists, psychologists and dietary experts, we fight the food fads and educate you away from redundant worries – all to enable you to eat in peace.

If you’re already a fan of our website, you can expect the same (humble brag) quality content with extra servings of je ne sais quoi peppered throughout to enhance your desire for non-bullshit advice about food. Some of the nation’s best-loved cooks will lend a floury hand too, providing you with an extensive menu of extra-special recipes to try out. How could you resist attempting the Hairy Bikers’ Chicken and Wild Mushroom Pie? Or a slice of Ruby Tandoh’s favourite loaf of bread? Even if you’re not a culinary goddess, we at least plan to make you hungry enough to open that drawer full of takeaway menus.

In a world where access to specialist treatment for serious mental health conditions, such as eating disorders, is limited, we hope this book can go some way to fill that gaping hole. Having both witnessed the destructive and agonizing storm that eating disorders bring down upon families, friends and individuals of all ages, we are all too aware of the desperate need to climb out of it. While we can’t promise to drag you fully out of that darkness, we aren’t afraid to jump in there with you. In our experience, that helps – if only a little.

The essence of this book partly lies with our unwavering commitment to brutal honesty, but mostly because we are irritated. Irritated by the abundance of wellness advocates and “health coaches” who, with their mindful eating guides and hyperbolic Instagram captions, suggest that the resolution for eating disorders is to practise self-love mantras in front of the mirror and spend ten minutes fingering a chocolate bar. So throughout the pages of this book you’ll find plenty of pithy, witty jibes at the clean eating brigade, laughing in the face of their lacklustre cauliflower pizzas. But seriously though, the reason we make jokes is because the gritty reality of the consequences of their actions on our lives and the lives of those who love us are too painful to face without the buffer of humour. If you think about it, it’s not funny at all really. Regular bone density scans (because half of all women with anorexia will develop osteoporosis) are not funny. Being confined to a hospital room while your boyfriend celebrates his 24th birthday with your circle of friends is not funny. Infertility at the age of 26 is not funny. Waking every morning at 4am to the violent wretches of the patient in the room next to you is not funny. A collection of sore, purple bruises on an arm plagued by daily blood tests is not funny. And being haunted by a terror that, if you’re not careful, it may well play out all over again, is definitely not funny. That, my friends, is the brutal, putrid, life-destroying reality of eating disorders. If having a selection of medical professionals informing you of the risk of imminent heart attack can’t make you reach for the cereal box, a self-love e-zine probably isn’t going to either. We don’t mean to come across as dismissive. Of course body positivity and worldwide acceptance of diverse bodies is crucial for a harmonious society and good mental health, but they aren’t the answer to eating disorders.

For most, eating disorders are nothing to do with body image. Nor are they about food, exercise or “willpower”. By their very definition, eating disorders are serious, clinical, mental illnesses, which arise as a result of an unresolved emotional vulnerability or trauma. They can occur at any time, and to anyone. Fussy eater or not. There are various theories, and increasing evidence suggests a powerful genetic predisposition, leading to the three-pronged factor theory: first, there may be a genetic or biological vulnerability; next comes a environmental “trauma” – abuse, death of a loved one or perhaps just a constant feeling of difference at school. Finally, there’s an all-important trigger that delivers the fuel for the combination of messiness to combust and eventually, at a significant point in time, catch alight. Said trigger could be anything from a relationship breakdown, a few nasty Facebook comments, or, of course, a foray into fad diets. The eating disorder then acts as a mightily efficient way to bypass complicated and painful emotions and presents a golden opportunity to seize control. Only, you’re not in control of course, and prising that practised “protective” regime from your nerve-wracked hands is increasingly impossible. Until it is possible.

We’ve met girls who survived off cough sweets for their entire university education; others whose battles rage on ten years after their single, unforgivably unhelpful, GP appointment. Women who have been unwell with anorexia since the age of 13 – and who are now aged 65. All too often we neglect to see this condition for what it truly is: a serious illness that ultimately kills. When a collection of kind doctors informed Eve that if she failed to eat appropriately and gain a modest amount of weight she would be forced to live – for the foreseeable future – in a psychiatric hospital, she spent the night before the proposed admission date in an “over my dead body” mindset. She sought to make one last-ditch attempt to keep on the (semi) sane side of the hospital. Yet, she still rejected an extra scoop of ice cream – and wasn’t yet full. She wanted to do anything necessary to keep out of hospital, but simply couldn’t.

By contrast, we have also met women (and men) who have lived their entire lives uncomfortable in bigger bodies and who are trying to heal emotional wounds by overfilling their stomachs. We’ve seen people lose their teeth to bulimia and their souls to the pain of not feeling “good enough” at their eating disorder.

While the carb-shunning bloggers and the self-appointed nutritionopaths may not have caused either of our eating disorders, they certainly didn’t help. Our life-threatening conditions went disguised, unnoticed and rejected by those in a position to help. They granted our disordered thoughts the permission to grow and multiply, reinforcing the habitual, restrictive pathways that eating disorder treatment will help you to break. Worst of all, the very behaviours that were destroying our health were justified to the outside world because they were “healthy”.

There’s a profound lack of substantial and reliable nutritional information in the world of food and (sharp inhale) “wellness”. It’s an unfortunate truth that the next generation of dieters will rely largely on the filtered Instagram stories of self-professed “personal trainers” for their nutritional guidance, rather than dietetic experts. To eat with our animal instincts is not considered as important as the UK’s leading dietitians argue it to be. Isn’t that dreadful? Like, just really, really sad?

What a terrible shame it is that the simple, cheap ingredients we’ve bought at the local supermarket for generations are being vilified – especially given that, when you look at the facts, there really is nothing for most people to be afraid of.

After decades of Atkins, Cambridge, South Beach, Dukan and now Plant-Based, and with little change to our nation’s levels of obesity, you’d think that we’d have got the message by now. Despite experts preaching the same sensible message: “eat a balanced diet in moderation”, each and every fad diet or “health” trend picks up as much steam as the last – and has us reading their books, replicating their dinner plates and buying their “energy balls”. Isn’t it about time you saved your money for things that you actually enjoy?

Since starting our website back in 2016, we’ve had countless conversations with some of the best medical professionals, dietitians and doctors there are, and as a result we’ve finally cracked the secret to your edible harmony. Surprisingly, it’s got nothing to do with the food you’re eating. We’ve concluded that central to all mealtimes should be unapologetic pleasure, rather than elitist superfoods. In fact, it transpires that there’s actually no need to intellectualize every mouthful or compensate for the previous night’s four-course dinner with a half-marathon the next day. Not only does a comforting plate of buttery pasta make you happy on a miserable day, but a good, hearty portion of carbohydrates is actually GOOD for you.

Any dietetic expert will tell you that the brain is your second stomach. The contextual cues regarding our food choices are endless, and distinguishing the emotional and intellectual from the purely physical is pretty impossible. Added to the internal “what do I want to eat?” battle is the endless flow of marketing, advertising and social media messages congratulating us on that perfectly photographed bowl of granola and shunning us for chowing down on a couple of slices of toast.

The recent onslaught of restrictive, faddy diets disguised as “healthy lifestyles” has unfortunately promoted the notion that a daily portion of chia seeds washed down with a blended green concoction will catapult you to superhero levels of health. However, Ursula Philpot, dietitian and senior lecturer at Leeds Beckett University, finds this “one size fits all” approach worrying. She uses the example of the now-glorified vegetable kale. “Watercress is actually more nutrient-dense than kale, but people are buying kale because it’s seen as something magical due to its great PR.”

Isn’t it about time you enjoyed a chunk of the filthiest chocolate mud cake imaginable? Like, actually, really enjoyed it, without the inevitable guilt gates immediately flooding open? Isn’t it about time you put your mental health first and attributed your worth to YOU and not the number of calories you consume on any given day? It’s been a while, huh?

Our own turbulent relationships with both food and anxiety and our learning of countless others who tell a similar story led us to realize just what is possible when food exists without fear. Laura’s called time on her six-year-long fight with bulimia since recognizing that anxiety, depression and feelings of inadequacy were at the root of her food fixations.

As for Eve, she’s tackled her anxieties head-on – and, as it turns out, the only thing she was truly scared of was herself. Four years on and nothing seems quite as scary any more – least of all food.

Forget the picky eating, ditch the [enter trendy name here] diet and sod the “shoulds” and “should nots”. Life’s too short to skip dessert or opt for courgetti. Instead, grab your spoon, because within the pages of Eat It Anyway, nothing is off the table.



LAURA’S STORY
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Growing up I don’t remember gold stars being handed out in exchange for good behaviour in my house, but I do remember KitKats in abundance. I remember mashed potato thick with lumps, mixed together with strips of Cheddar cheese and Heinz tomato spaghetti straight from the tin. I remember squashed sandwiches with real butter and Billy Bear shaped ham slices. My childhood in Dudley – a large town in the UK’s Midlands known for pioneering an undesirable accent – and my fondness for carbs and gluten has given me an unbreakable love for junk food that I think will last until my dying days. No oatmeal in the nursing home for me thanks, just bring me mac ’n’ cheese…with extra cheese, please. Oh, and a beer.

When I really think about it, every tummy-warming memory I have garnered throughout my life is in some way linked to food. I couldn’t tell you what my cousin’s wedding dress looked like, but I could tell you that there was a help-yourself pick-and-mix stand near the bar. I couldn’t tell you what happened on my best friend’s 21st birthday night out – perhaps in part due to the amount of vodka lemonades I’d necked – but I could tell you that I had cheesy chips with barbecue sauce afterward – and that it was fucking good.

Although I was a melancholic and worried child – the sort to fret about global warming every time I cleaned my teeth – I grew up unable to identify this aggressive angst as anything other than “complaining” or “moaning”, when in reality I have always suffered with episodes of extreme anxiety and mild depression. I remember going to see a counsellor in college, after I’d spent weeks in tears and days unable to get out of bed, only for her to tell me that my “depression” wasn’t actually depression. Imagine that: a counsellor with no real medical background telling me that my mental health concerns were false, instead of referring me to a specialist. A couple of weeks after my last session with this woman was when I went on my first diet – being the incredibly vulnerable young duck that I was.

Food makes me happy. It’s the one thing I have always been able to turn to whenever I have felt lacking in love or attention, and it’s also how I celebrated when those needs were fully met. Food has held my hand when boys I fancied didn’t fancy me back, it was the salve to heal the wounds left behind when I didn’t get into my first choice of university and it was a constant when my family life was struggling. Unfortunately, this great, edible love of mine soon became my Achilles heel.

I was 16 when a man first made a comment about my weight, and that comment was that I had put on weight. I was a five-foot-seven, athletic teenager, and even though I’d never bought a piece of clothing beyond a size 10, I had no reason to doubt this man when he cautioned me, given the big watery wisdom in his eyes. I went home, stripped down to my underwear, pushed out my new-found gut and let the realization that I was fat (I wasn’t) sink in and infect my brain. My heart crashed to the floor with a mighty thud along with all my goals, dreams and self-esteem. Not only did I have to worry about boys and acne, but now I had to worry about calories and the number on the scales too.

I tackled my first diet the way I tackle most things, head-on and with both enthusiasm and naivety. I was totally uneducated about food and began restricting the amount I ate over a month until I lost a significant amount of weight. Coupled with a gruelling workout schedule, I became exhausted, grey and unhappy – but most importantly to me at that time, thin. I yearned for an alternative to going hungry all the time, and one day experimented with making myself sick. To my surprise and regret, I was pretty good at it. Now I could eat everything at my disposal and just empty it all down the toilet! Can you imagine my delight?

Little did I know that bulimia would evolve into a monster far greater and far more aggressive than anything I had ever experienced before. I hurtled out of control, losing friends, not leaving my room and spending all my free time and money on food so that I could throw it up again – sometimes I would perform this routine up to six times a day. I’d make myself sick and dabble with laxatives in an effort to break away from the bingeing I’d do when my body grew tired of starvation. Bulimia switched from something “I’d just try to see if it worked” to something that was completely ruining my life at a time when I should have been having fun and growing up stupidly. Because of this you can excuse me for wanting to punch the nearest wall when I see jokes thrown about on Twitter about bulimia being the “cheater’s diet”.

Memories of my happy childhood are now clouded by flashbacks to sessions spent staring into the pit of the toilet with my swollen cheek squished against the white plastic. Each time, I wouldn’t stop until I’d thrown up so much that I could gargle the bile. I’m fully aware that this isn’t a very nice image, which is why I kept schtum about my problem until the age of 21, when I finally plucked up the courage to tell my parents.

I managed to kick the bulimia over time, but this only exposed a previously masked binge eating disorder, which added an additional 2 stone to my frame since I was unable to purge the evidence. Each time I thought I’d destroyed the last fucking Horcrux, my eating disorder would once again rise from the ashes unscathed. I was unable to return to a “normal” way of eating after having bulimia for such a long time, and because I couldn’t stop myself from eating, my body turned bloated and sore under the burden of having to regularly digest such enormous quantities of food. At this stage in my recovery, I think was at one of the lowest points in my life. I was miserable, and in my mind veering toward the most ugly thing I could think of at the time – being fat.

Recovering from a binge eating disorder left me vulnerable to yo-yo dieting again. In a bid to avoid adding fuel to my dormant eating disorder, I tried veganism, as I had seen on social media countless before and after photos of people who had shed tons of weight by turning to this “lifestyle”. At this time losing weight was still the thing that I believed would “cure me”. Don’t get me wrong; I think veganism is a brilliant thing to do if done for ethical and environmental reasons, but I was simply using veganism as a way to keep my body small, and it became a dangerous shield for further disordered eating without the fear of anyone questioning me about it. My veganism lasted six months, even though I realized it wasn’t for me a month in. Although I was fearful about being ostracized from a fairly “cultish” group, I’m proud to be able to fly the flag for others who have tried it and found that it didn’t work for them either. When you have an eating disorder, veganism – or any other kind of restrictive diet – can be a dangerous thing.

Much like my attitude to my food choices today, when it came to weight management methods in my late teens, nothing was left unsampled. Carb-free, vegetarian, vegan, fat-free, Dukan, fasting, Atkins, “the alkaline way” – you name the diet, I tried it. As I dove fork-first into the brutal world of dieting, there began a new wave of remarketed diets known as “lifestyles”. I’d buy all the books from all the unqualified bloggers with large Instagram followings, highlighting every other sentence, convinced that because these “meal plans” and “healthy recipes” weren’t labelled as “diets”, my obsessing over their food rules was totally normally. Of course I now realize that this was not the case, and I was simply using their “methods” as a way to disguise my eating disorder. But nothing worked – at least nothing helped me lose weight and keep it off, something that I never needed to do in the first place.

To enjoy food without receiving a pounding from an enormous meteorite of guilt feels foreign to me, but that is how I now eat through my life. After six years of juggling multiple eating disorders and fad diets, this new freedom is taking some getting used to.

I never thought that I would get to the point in my life where I could eat two bowlfuls of chicken mayo pasta for lunch and not think twice about it or feel the need to compensate with a run later – but I just did (I’m writing this right now with oily-mayo fingertips). I never thought that I could wake up in the morning content with not weighing myself. I never thought I could put on around 2 stone (I don’t know exactly how much because I don’t weigh myself any more) and feel happy with myself, knowing that my mind is brilliant and that my non-existent thigh gap does not detract from my worth. Most of all, I cannot begin to tell you how proud I am of myself for turning such a negative experience into a weapon to help others who are currently going through the same shit I did. In the world of eating disorders, there are few who are willing to openly talk about their struggles with bulimia, binge eating and laxative abuse, but I am pleased to be one of those to do so, because it’s important for me to be the voice I wish the younger me had had.

My eating disorder story swills around my head often, and when I have the chance to think about the huge chunks of my youth I lost to it, I can’t help but feel crushed. As my friends were learning how to socialize, roll joints and strawpedo bottles of Lambrini, I was learning the calorie count of every item in the nearest vending machine. Although I do indulge in regret at times, the thing that makes me even more upset is the thought of others experiencing the same mental health issues that I did in secret, without any help, and imprisoned by the same embarrassment I had felt.

If you had told me, before beginning Not Plant Based, that I’d be co-writing a book telling people how they can eat everything after living with bulimia and binge eating disorder, I’d have laughed in your face. Never throughout my years with an eating disorder did I think I would be able to enjoy food the way I can now, the way I used to as a child: selfishly and unashamedly. I can’t wait for this book to help you do the same.

Since I never received any professional treatment for my eating disorder, my recovery began with our website, Not Plant Based – a small germ planted in the big, wide online. During my research in the build-up to its launch in September 2016, I watched a BBC documentary called Clean Eating’s Dirty Secrets, in which the presenter Grace Victory (who you’ll meet later in the book) debunked 2016’s healthy eating trends, namely “clean eating”, and explained how they could potentially be harmful to those who followed them. One of the people she interviewed was Not Plant Based’s other half Eve; I got in touch with her and, well, here we are.

I often wonder whether, had I met Eve sooner and been lucky enough to have the support of someone who was going through the same shit as me during my teens, or had access to a book like this one, there would even be a story of mine to write.



EVE’S STORY
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From the burger juice that dribbled down my chin on my first date with my boyfriend, to the Tupperware of chicken soup that Mum forced upon me every time I went back to university, food is the staple, vital ingredient within the recipe of my life. Each cherished memory kick-starts a craving; every moment of joy has an aftertaste. Food was always a friend, a confidante and an endless pleasure source (not in a weird way).

When acute anxiety struck at the age of 15, I worried about the onset of schizophrenia; my potential propensity to commit murder; whether or not life was in fact one big, never-ending dream; whether I was human in body but frog in spirit (you get the idea)… but NEVER food.

“I could never be anorexic,” I used to chime, “I just love food too much.”

Well, that was before the world discovered Facebook. And Instagram. And wellness bloggers. As it turns out, all it took was one demanding job in the fashion industry, bidding farewell to my family home and an avid interest in “health” blogs to undo an entire lifetime of carefree eating. I went from five-course tasting menus (with wine pairings) to drinking stock cubes in hot water for lunch in a matter of months. As my weight plummeted to near-fatal levels and I averaged a panic attack a week at dinner times, the self-inflicted “diet” I’d been experimenting with morphed into something a whole lot more complicated. Mostly because, no matter what the doctors told me, I couldn’t stop. Well, until I was locked up in a mental hospital and forced to consume my required amount of calories every day, or else, that is.

What I wasn’t aware of at the time was the detrimental effect of starvation on the brain – never mind the body. If you’re unfortunate enough to go without carbohydrates for months on end, the brain is starved of essential sugars, making it perpetually exhausted. Bread was off limits from the minute I decided to go “healthy”. This proved to be a particularly idiotic move considering that according to NHS guidelines starchy foods such as potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and cereals should make up just over a third of the food you eat. Apparently, the golden rule of eating “healthily” is, in short, that there are no rules and, as the old saying goes, a little bit of what you fancy really does do you good. The main dietitian-recommended diet, I’ve learned, involves eating plenty of starchy foods, vegetables, fruits, nuts, fish, lean meat and plant oils. So, the fashionista who thought she was being clever surviving off measly bowls of chopped-up fruit and veg was, in hindsight, pretty bloody stupid.

Not that I would have been receptive to anything other than the toned tummies of my trusted Instagrammers in my time of desperate need. The “wellness” warriors were the source of all my answers and, what’s more, they were the only ones who truly understood my desire to “eat right”. I owed them everything. They were the ones who showed me that I COULD eat pizza after all, providing the base was made from cauliflower. Sweet treats weren’t off limits either; who needs sugar for sweetness and butter for moisture when sweet potatoes and half a banana do the trick just fine? I always wondered why no one ever ate my (rancid) sweet potato brownies.

Before you could even say “unrefined sugar”, I was deemed unfit to care for myself by a team of medical professionals and was threatened with a section order under the Mental Health Act, unless I volunteered to be admitted as an inpatient to the eating disorders unit of a London psychiatric hospital. Suddenly, I had no choice but to eat the sustenance from which I was pathologically abstaining. Largely because there was a six-foot-four ex-prison guard sitting opposite me, glaring into my soul every breakfast, lunch and dinner. Can you guess what my prescribed diet consisted of? Protein, carbohydrates, fats, fruits and vegetables – in intricately calculated, balanced proportions. And not a chia seed in sight.

Within four weeks, my bones miraculously stopped clicking every time I got out of bed. I finished reading an entire book for the first time in months. I was able to engage in meaningful conversations with my friends and family without zoning out into oblivion every seven seconds. Bath time was an indulgent luxury again – for too long it had been a painful obstacle course where it was almost impossible to bathe for longer than five minutes without bruising several of my bones. Finally, I could discard the four layers, two scarves and fur coat I’d worn every day – in September. I had energy to walk up more than one flight of stairs; play with a friend’s dog; run up to my boyfriend when he came to visit me in hospital. I COULD DO A PROPER POO.

As my body’s cravings for nourishment reduced, so too did my mind’s. No longer was my brain consumed with thoughts of calories, fat, weight and what I would give for a big, fat tub of strawberry cheesecake ice cream. My body was getting what it wanted and, as far as my mind was concerned, there were now more important things to think about. A fuck-off, kick-ass surprise 60th birthday party for Mum, for example. Because, isn’t that what life’s all about?

I’m regretful that it took a hospital admission to a psychiatric ward to propel me to tackle the anxious disposition head-on. The eventual catastrophe followed years of pretending that the constant undercurrent of panic was part and parcel of being an adolescent… and then a student…and then a twenty-something.

The root of this anxiety, I now know, was death. Well, insecurity, a lack of confidence – and death. Said death came courtesy of my dad, four days before my 13th birthday. He’d been ill – to varying degrees – with cancer since I was seven years old. Although my wonderful parents had gone above and beyond to hide the 5am ambulances and chemotherapy drugs from my brother and me, much of my childhood was accompanied by a sense of uncertainty, the feeling of not being like other families and – at times – sheer terror. For an uncomplicated child, there’s not much more terrifying than the death of one of your parents. So imagine, then, at a time when new parts of your body are randomly growing, that the very thing that you fear most in the world happens. If you think it’s a case of, “it made me stronger!” and “the worst has happened and nothing will be as scary”, you’d be wrong. It makes you fucking petrified of just about everything.

My dad dying didn’t cause my eating disorder, by the way. From death day to eating disorder day I went through almost ten years of totally carefree eating, my food choices led entirely by either my desires, my social surroundings or both. Sure, the repercussions of watching a parent die after years of a relentless illness have left my coping strategies patchy, and I was perhaps dialled up a notch on my vulnerability scale, but I’m sure there are plenty of half-orphans (yep, it’s a thing) out there who haven’t developed an eating disorder. Perhaps, instead, it was being a shy child who never quite found her safety in friendship groups throughout secondary school that left me with damaging levels of insecurity. Maybe the sudden immersion as an adult into a world of lollipop-head models and perpetual dieter colleagues kick-started something that was sort of there all along. The most likely truth is, of course, that it was no single one of these factors that resulted in my starvation, but a combination of all three – and many more. What it wasn’t, however, was the fault of food, or anything to do with my capacity to enjoy eating. Nor, I believe, was it really related to what I saw in the mirror. It’s a seemingly counterintuitive phenomenon that I’m not alone in experiencing. As eating disorders psychologist Kimberley Wilson says: “For many women, eating disorders aren’t anything to do with a desire to be thin but rather, somewhere along the way they have internalized a feeling of unworthiness, not being good enough, or not fitting in.” The most heartbreaking part of my illness was that it needn’t have gone that far. Just as easily as I did develop an eating disorder, I could quite easily have not. The pervasive toxicity that is diet culture and thinness was catapulted onto my radar at exactly the “right” time. I was confused, vulnerable, impressionable and desperate to belong. The challenge of thinness offered a convenient – and seemingly glamorous – distraction. Who has brain space to assess your entrenched terror of rejection from a new job or relationship when you’re almost blind with hunger?

Yet, through clinging to this coping mechanism, I’ve disrupted the sanctity of a harmonious relationship with food quite possibly for the rest of my life. All for the sake of an (entirely unnecessary) diet. And having been on both sides of the road, let me assure you; being skinny is SO not worth it.

Now, four years on, and having finally stripped back all the paintwork and confronted my childhood terrors once and for all, nothing seems quite as frightening any more. My brain is grateful for the breathing space and now regularly rewards me with experiences of genuine enjoyment – as opposed to its previous status: permanent panic.

Ever since, I have pledged to dedicate my journalistic skills to informing whoever wants to listen (and a few who don’t) about the menace that is inaccurate, unhelpful health food information, in a bid to protect fellow worriers. My crusade was further strengthened by the stories of other silent but incredible sufferers I met along the way, one of whom was Laura. We talked for hours about gluten-free garbage, therapy and posh food bloggers (who will remain nameless) over Pret cappuccinos. The rest, as they say, is history.

Since then, as part of Not Plant Based, I’ve travelled the length and breadth of the Twittersphere on a mission to do the best I can to beat this beastly mental illness. From calling out the anxiety-provoking #nutribollocks, to finding – and telling – inspiring stories of recovery, to hosting the UK’s very first Supper Club Support Group for Anxious Eaters. Along the way have been several revelations that have changed the course of my food-related thoughts forever. Conversations with just about every sufficiently qualified dietary expert that I came across arrived at the same fundamental “rule” for a healthy diet:

Eat whatever you want and don’t worry about it. It works (and tastes) much better than cauliflower pizza – trust me.



“The Mini Fast! How skipping breakfast could make you slim!”

– Daily Express


BREAKFAST

BUSTING BREKKIE MYTHS WITH THE HELP OF AN EXPERT

[image: image]



You have to feel sorry for the morning meal; it gets a lot of stick. For years, bloggers, magazines and shouty tabloids haven’t been able to make up their minds as to whether breakfast is good for you or, indeed, the devil itself. Rumours about whether you should skip it altogether, swap it for warm water and a slice of lemon (yuck) or eat as much as you can within 30 minutes of waking have got everyone’s heads muddled with conflicting advice. To tell you the truth, we at Not Plant Based are sick to death of the morning headaches when confronted with all the bonkers information out there, so we’ve decided to straighten out the big, fat breakfast lie once and for all.

Even before writing this chapter, we suspected that the truth about breakfast may lie somewhere between trusting your own body and eating whatever and whenever the hell you want in the morning…not the half a grapefruit that a health blogger told you to eat. Turns out we were right.

One of the big breakfast myths flying around picks on the scary stuff: carbs. Some cranks on the internet have moulded a carb-based rule out of thin air: “If you’re going to eat carbs, eat them for breakfast so you have all day to work them off.” Sounds, legit, right?

Wrong. There is no evidence to suggest that eating more carbohydrates at certain times of day will affect your weight. It is, in fact, total energy intake over a week that makes the real difference to body weight. If you choose to restrict carbs at a meal, the resulting calorie deficit could help you lose weight, but it will not necessarily be down to which meal you skip them at.

When you think of carbs at breakfast, what comes to mind? Toast with lashings of butter? An almond croissant? A toasted teacake? Or is it cereal, a food product that hasn’t been able to escape “health” marketing over the years? Ever heard of the Special K diet? Where you can drop a dress size in two weeks by swapping two of your meals for a 30-g portion of Special K? Of course you have, you cereal (oops) dieter, you. If you have ever considered embarking on this diet, please be aware that 30g is a tiny portion to sustain an adult. Dietitian Ursula Philpot explains that manufacturers can only put one portion size on their packaging, so this leads to portion suggestions that are not useful or helpful for most people (30g is a portion for five-year-olds). It’s a suggested portion size left over from when Brits ate cereal as part of a buffet style breakfast, to be followed by eggs, toast, bacon. Then, 30g is fine, but not as a stand-alone adult portion. If you look at cereal packaging from countries who mainly eat just cereal for breakfast (for example the Swiss) they will be 60g+.

If you can’t stomach carbs in the morning, what should you be eating for breakfast? How about the “you should only have fats, proteins and veg for breakfast” rule? Should we all instead be eating spinach, avocado and eggs once the sun rises? Firstly…who is making up these rules? That’s what we want to know. The truth is, as we said before, that it’s overall calories across the week that counts, not having specific macros at specific times.

An even scarier breakfast rule that we’ve come across recently is “training fasting”. This is where you do your cardio for the day, before you have eaten anything, which seems daft considering the scientific need for energy to create energy. Although training fasting has become very popular recently, no doubt thanks to the internet, unless you prefer not to eat prior to exercise, there is little advantage in doing so. For most people, having a bit of fuel on board usually means you can train harder and better. Eating adequate carbs and protein after exercising is also key to altering body composition, as is overall training and calories across a week. Skipping breakfast and then training will often create a huge energy deficit and low blood sugar levels that then catch up with you later in the form of unplanned eating or overeating.

It feels like breakfast has taken a worse beating by wellness and the internet than any other meal throughout the day. We’ve been led to believe that if we don’t start our day in the “right way”, by not eating the healthiest breakfast possible, we are destined for 12 hours of torture and a lifetime of steady weight gain and unhappiness.

Of course, this book is here to tell you that this is not the case.

Whether you love eating Cheerios for breakfast or struggle to eat as soon as you wake up, that’s fine because everyone is different. For some “the most important meal of the day” is breakfast, but for others it’s lunch, and for the rest it could be dinner. Research shows that growing children perform much better with breakfast inside them, but with us adults it’s individual. Some people prefer not to eat until lunchtime, and provided they are fit and well that is absolutely no problem.

 

RECOVERING FROM AN EATING DISORDER?

Eve explains why you shouldn’t skip breakfast.

Hands up if you’ve ever settled for an “on-the-go” banana, citing unfathomable levels of busyness as the reason for your calorie deficit? For the average, happy eater this inevitable morning mishap merely leads to an extra tummy growl at around 11am, and perhaps the purchase of a multipack of cereal bars in case the worst should happen again…

For us disordered eaters, however, going meal-less is so much more of a thing. Even now, almost four years into recovery, when I skip breakfast the cracks in the window expand into a narrow gap: still tight, but large enough for the whimpers of anorexia to seep through. I don’t mean that every time I’m too busy for breakfast I am suddenly overwhelmed by an urge to ram laxatives down my throat or drown my sad, lunchtime salad with overflowing tears. It’s just a little bit harder to not think about food. It’s exactly this preoccupation that eating disorder recovery kindly mutes, allowing space for other, more important thoughts such as, “Am I too old to wear a velour crop top?” and “how long can I stay in bed before I have to empty the washing machine?”.

Eating disorder or no eating disorder, in the age of super-speedy electric unicycles and “raw till 4” diets, skipping breakfast, once in a while, is unavoidable. Yet if you struggle with your relationship with food, it’s imperative – for your mental health – that you ignore all the circulating nutrition nonsense that is 90 per cent likely to be untrue or inaccurate. Instead, stick to what scientists and psychologists do know as facts: breakfast is nourishing, delicious and – if your friendship with food is patchy – pretty invaluable.

According to Ursula, establishing a regular eating pattern – including breakfast – is fundamental for successful recovery. If you are a low weight, regular eating is particularly key because if you go for long periods without eating, the body may begin to use up your reserves, which can cause more weight loss or compromise organ function. But even for those who aren’t in the process of regaining lost body weight, the psychological role of breakfast is still crucial – especially if your hunger and fullness signals have gone a bit higgledy-piggledy. “Breakfast is really important for reinstating hunger signals and stopping people feeling overfull,” says Ursula. “The aim is to minimize risks of restricting, bingeing and overeating, and by eating three regular meals a day you’re giving yourself the best chance.”

Consultant psychologist Kimberley Wilson, who specializes in disordered eating, sees breakfast as an essential part of the puzzle for people who are “coming back to food”, explaining that it’s about rigidity and structure. “Breakfast and the regularity of mealtimes can be a framework on which to hang your anxiety around food. You know there is a meal coming, you know what it consists of – therefore you know what is coming and, in theory, as time goes on you’ll be less frightened. It takes some of the fretting and deliberation out of how to eat.” Kimberley’s suggestions certainly ring true for me. After surviving all morning on a meagre handful of blueberries for the best part of three years, the predictability of my trusted bowl of Weetabix was an achievable breakfast ritual. After eating the same bowl – with exactly the same amount of full-fat milk and banana slices – every morning for eight weeks, the sting of breakfast diminished and eventually I was able to make the progression to porridge.

“If you’ve had chronic eating disorders,” Kimberley explains, “your trust in your body becomes completely eroded. So skipping breakfast







WHY NOT TO WEIGH YOURSELF EVERY MORNING










WEIGHT IS MADE UP OF THREE DIFFERENT AREAS:












HOW TO SWAP YOUR CYBER BREAKFAST FOR ACTUAL FOOD















BRUNCH WITH CHEF DAN DOHERTY, FORMERLY OF DUCK & WAFFLE


TURKISH EGGS WITH YOGURT, CHORIZO, BUTTER AND MINT
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