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To those who are feeling lost and learning how to be
kind to themselves, this one is for you.

This book is a reminder of how wonderful you are. You
deserve happiness and to see yourselves beyond the
reflection in the mirror. You are worthy of feeling good
enough, and I hope that you find love within.

This book is for you.
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Introduction

EKIN … WHO?

Have you ever felt like you’re on top of the world one moment, only to come crashing down with a thump the next? I know I have.

In August 2022, I won a TV show called Love Island, alongside Davide, the boyfriend I had met (and was falling for) on the show. I have never experienced euphoria quite like the moment my name was called. The whole scene was like a dream. As I stood in the warm Mallorcan evening, the villa was lit up with twinkling fairy lights and neon hearts, and the lights from the cameras reflected off the sparkles on my dress. I was standing next to the man whom I genuinely believed I was going to marry; he held me close while we waited to find out if the public had voted for us to be their winners. My heart was beating so fast, and I had butterflies in my stomach. Whatever the outcome, I was going home with a new love – and I couldn’t wait. When Laura Whitmore announced our names, I screamed and leapt into Davide’s arms. I heard clapping from the crowd, and people shouting, ‘We love you, Ekin-Su!’ It was like I had entered a different universe. I hadn’t just won this show – I had won my own life. Everything that had happened in my past no longer mattered. It felt like I had been reborn, and my life would only go up and up from here.

Fast-forward to March 2024, and I would be leaving yet another reality TV show – except this time, it wasn’t such a euphoric experience. Fresh out of my break-up with Davide only a few weeks earlier, I sat on the big blue sofa in the Celebrity Big Brother house, listening to hosts AJ and Will read out the names of the housemates who had been nominated for eviction. When my name was called, I could hear booing from the crowds outside. I felt panic rising in my throat, and all I wanted to do was cry – but there was nowhere to hide, so I forced myself to smile.

Then I heard those infamous words: ‘Ekin-Su, you have been evicted. Please leave the Big Brother house.’ When I left the sliding doors of the house, I thought I might drown in the noise outside. I felt like I was desperately searching for a life raft. I had never felt so out of my depth, and so lost.

It’s safe to say I have been through highs and lows since first stepping into the public eye. I experienced the most unbelievable love and support after leaving Love Island, and I was the subject of intense trolling and scrutiny after Celebrity Big Brother – and that’s not even taking into account all the twists and turns with other TV shows and public dramas in between.

Living in the public eye is a bit like being on a roller coaster – you get the adrenaline rush of speeding down the track when everything is going well and people love you, but then there are moments when the ride feels broken or unstable, or like it’s going off track, and you just want to get off because it’s not fun any more. Experiencing both extremes has taught me some valuable lessons. It has reminded me that you can’t be at the mercy of what other people think of you. You can’t base your worth on whether other people love you or hate you, otherwise you’ll lose yourself. You need to keep your feet firmly on the ground, and hold on tightly to your sense of self. In other words, you have to be your own best friend.

I know that my journey is a bit different, because these moments happened so publicly. But we’ve all had versions of this experience, haven’t we? We’ve all felt loved and valued one minute, and down in the dumps the next. It’s so easy to get swept up in the excitement of something – a new chapter, or a happily-ever-after – and then feel a lot of shame and self-blame when things get tough. But the thing is, every single person’s life is a roller coaster. We all have incredible highs and terrible lows. The good news? It’s your roller coaster. You can’t always control how fast you go, or how many times you’ll go upside down. But you can choose to look at your life with positivity and acceptance. You can hold your own hand, and learn to enjoy the ride. That’s exactly what I am trying to do now – and it’s why I’m writing this book.

You may have seen me on your TV screens over the past couple of years, and you might be wondering: who the hell is Ekin-Su? What do we actually know about her? Is she that confident bombshell who strutted into the Love Island villa? A ‘liar and actress’? Is she the one-dimensional girl we see on her social media channels, and on the cover of magazines? Or is she the cold, snappy girl from Celebrity Big Brother? The truth is, none of these versions of Ekin-Su tell the whole story. Opening up scares me – to be honest, I’m afraid of being misunderstood or hurt. But now feels like the right time to be vulnerable, and to show you the girl behind the newspaper stories, the reality TV shows and the filtered Instagram pictures. This book will be my safe space to open up, and I hope it encourages you to do the same.

Throughout my life, I have needed to rely on myself every step of the way. I was a lonely kid – bullied at school, and often alone at home – so I relied on my imagination and hopes for the future to comfort me. As a teenager, I fell victim to society’s beauty standards, and changed myself as much as possible so that the world would think I was beautiful. I finally found validation for my looks through taking part in beauty pageants and having boyfriends, but I still felt ugly inside. Going to university and then moving to Turkey to chase my dreams of becoming an actress, I had to believe in myself and my goals despite setback after setback.

I haven’t always got it right. Even though I have needed to be independent from a very young age, I have spent a lot of my life seeking approval and validation from other people. I have been in some unhealthy, toxic relationships that have worn me down and made me question my self-worth. I’ve looked for love and affection in all the wrong places, believing that everything would be fine if I could just get enough social media likes, bag the biggest work gig or fashion shoot, or find a man to love me like the ones I had watched in romcoms.

Of course, it’s normal to want to be loved and accepted. I’m pretty sure everyone wants that. The problem comes when we are too reliant on other people and things to make ourselves happy. It’s great to have supportive family, friends and romantic partners – but how can you expect other people to love and accept you when, deep down, you don’t actually believe you’re worthy of it?

In this book, I want to take you on the roller coaster of my life, through all the heartbreaks, loneliness and struggles, as well as the incredible moments that I have been lucky enough to experience. My life has been amazing in so many ways – I’m really grateful for everything I have. Still, I think it’s important to be honest about the tough times, and to admit that life isn’t perfect 100 per cent of the time. The pictures on Instagram doesn’t always tell the whole story of what’s going on behind the scenes. In the past, I haven’t always been open, because there is so much pressure to be perfect. I have plastered a smile on my face and pretended everything was fine. I have called myself a strong, independent woman – when really, I was feeling vulnerable and scared. I have said ‘yes’ to opportunities because they sounded like a good idea, not because they were something I wanted. I have struggled with setting clear boundaries, and have allowed people to walk all over me.

Throughout all the highs and lows, I have learned a lot. And while I don’t pretend to have all the answers, my hope is that these lessons might feel useful to you. Maybe you’re in school right now, and my stories of not fitting in and how I found power in my authenticity will resonate with you. Maybe you’ve achieved a dream you’ve had since you were tiny, but you’ve realised it isn’t everything you thought it would be. Or maybe you want to leave an unhappy relationship, but you’re not sure whether it’s the right decision. This book might be my story – but it’s also your story. If you have ever felt like you’re not good enough, then this is the book for you. If you’ve ever felt lost or misunderstood, then this is the book for you. If, despite your insecurities, you’re still hopeful, open-hearted and have big goals and dreams, then this is the book for you. If you want to create a better relationship with yourself, then this is the book for you. Of course, I’m not a mental health expert or a scientist – I’m just an ordinary girl finding my way in the world, right alongside you. We’re in it together.

As well as telling my story, I will offer some advice and share the lessons I’ve picked up along the way. Most importantly, I’ll explain all the ways in which I have tried, and am still trying, to be the best friend that I’ve always longed for – to myself. The more you can learn about yourself, and the more you can find strength, acceptance and love from within, the happier you will be. I hope that this book will make you feel empowered to do just that – because the best friendship you’ll ever have is the one you have with yourself.

Of course, I am not a perfect person, and my actions haven’t always matched up with my words. It can be a lot easier to give advice, and much harder to put it into practice! I’m still learning as I go along, but that’s OK. This is only the beginning …




Chapter 1

DON’T LET THE BULLIES GET YOU DOWN

For as long as I can remember, I’ve loved being the main character. When I was little, I would invite friends over to my house and insist we put on a play for my parents. We’d make up some kind of scenario – sometimes something as simple as two people meeting in a shop – and we’d put on an extravagant performance for my parents to film on their video camera.

I loved pretending to be different people. Whenever we went to Turkey to visit my grandparents and cousins, I’d dress up in my granddad’s clothes (with a pillow stuffed inside my top to make it look like I had a big belly), draw on a moustache, and act like an old man. I was a real people-pleaser and loved making people laugh.

Looking back, I’ve always been quite dramatic too. I remember sometimes looking up at the stars in the sky, and feeling so inspired that I’d sing a song to myself. I viewed life as one big performance – the idea of singing, dancing and acting just put me in my element. I was a really confident child, and always believed I could make something of myself. ‘When I grow up, I’m going to be famous,’ I’d say to my family. They would laugh and roll their eyes, but my mum would always say, ‘I’m sure you will be.’

My mum always remembers how confident I was when I was a little kid. She often tells a story about something that happened when I was five years old and we were on holiday in Ibiza. We were eating dinner and there was a flamenco dancer. Everyone was clapping for her, and I just thought, I want people clapping for me. So I ran off and got up on to one of the tables and started mimicking her dance moves. Everyone drifted away from the dancer towards me, clapping and giving me so much attention. I loved it.

On that same trip, my confidence even went so far as to cause a near-death experience. We were by the pool. My parents were sunbathing and I was watching all these older kids swimming, and I thought, I want to do that. I had this urge to do what they were doing, and I wasn’t scared of the water, so I decided to jump in. The problem was, I couldn’t actually swim, so I swallowed loads of water and sank to the bottom. It was terrifying, but thankfully a ten-year-old girl noticed my parents screaming, wondering where I was, and she swam down and rescued me. The next thing I knew, I was lying by the side of the pool, coughing and spluttering, while my mum was crying with relief that I was OK. It was obviously a very traumatic experience, but my mum always tells the story to remind me of how naturally brave I was. I always did what I wanted to do, without any fear.

I was lucky enough to have a lovely, supportive upbringing. My parents are both Turkish, and they met while studying for master’s degrees at university. After they got married, they decided to pursue job opportunities in London – my mum as a teacher (and later a psychologist), and my dad as a graphic designer. Once they were settled in the UK, they had me, on 21 August 1994.

When I was little, it was just the three of us, and we lived in a small flat in Tottenham, north London. Both of my parents worked hard, so they couldn’t always pick me up from school, and I’d often go to after-school clubs. I didn’t mind, really; it was lonely sometimes, but it always instilled in me a desire to work hard and do what I love to the best of my ability. We lived in a multicultural area, so it was completely normal that I’d speak English at school and then go home and speak Turkish with my parents. I had friends from all over the world, from places like Albania and Jamaica. Everyone had their own cultures, and it was always interesting going round to my friends’ houses and trying their foods and seeing their traditions. Everyone was different, but that was celebrated.

My parents knew how much I loved performing, so they signed me up for piano lessons (I got to Grade 5), and I’m incredibly grateful to my mum for sending me to ballet school from the age of five. There’s something about dancing to classical music that I still adore now – it feels like flying. Performing shows like Beauty and the Beast and Swan Lake while wearing a sparkly tutu made me feel free. I felt like I could be myself. My teacher, Miss Pepper, always made me feel great about myself too. She’d always say, ‘You’ve got a stunning toe.’ It sounds weird, but large big toes are actually useful for ballet, as they’re good for pointing your feet. I looked at her like a second mother figure, because she made me believe I was good at something. Even at such a young age, I recognised how nice it felt to be acknowledged.

When Everything Changed

When I got to year five, my parents had two very big pieces of news for me. The first bit of news was that my mum was pregnant – I was going to have a baby brother! This part wasn’t so bad. I had always wanted a sibling, as I felt lonely quite a lot. Still, I was worried about what it might mean for me. I loved being the centre of attention – would a new baby change that? Would I get left behind?

But the other piece of news was much worse: we were moving away from everything I had known in Tottenham. My parents had bought a bigger house in Essex, they said, with a lovely garden and lots of room to play. They tried to make it sound appealing, but all I could think about was how I’d have to leave my school, and all my friends, who felt like my family since we spent so much time together. I’d also have to stop my piano lessons, and move away from my lovely ballet teacher. When you’re eight years old, news like that can feel like the end of the world. My life in Tottenham was all I knew. On my last day at school, I remember crying buckets. I cried to my teachers and my friends. It felt like my life was over! But then I went home to my parents, including my now heavily pregnant mum, and made out like nothing was wrong. I wanted them to feel like I was good at handling things.

When moving day arrived, I had managed to convince myself that maybe moving to Essex wouldn’t be so bad after all. And I was really excited when I saw the house – it was much bigger than our old flat. I couldn’t wait to design my room. I loved the Groovy Chick brand, and wanted it to be all pink and fluffy. Some of our neighbours came to introduce themselves and say hello, and everyone seemed really friendly. I was so taken aback by the Essex accents – it was the first time I’d heard them. They had all kinds of slang words that I’d never heard before, like saying someone was being ‘salty’ if they were acting weird. I knew it was something I’d have to get used to, but I believed that I would find my feet.

When the first day at my new primary school arrived, I was all ready to go, dressed in my long skirt, with a Nike backpack (the most popular bag back in Tottenham) and my Bratz dolls lunchbox. When my dad dropped me off at school, I was absolutely terrified. What if nobody likes me? I thought. What if I don’t fit in?

‘Come on, Ekin. You can do this,’ I told myself, and went into my class.

Sadly, my worst fears came true – and quickly. I looked around the classroom and got a very distinct feeling that I didn’t belong there. For starters, almost everyone was white and blond. It was very different from my previous school, where everyone looked so different, and most people had parents from different countries. Here, I stood out like a sore thumb. Then I noticed how mature the girls looked. We were only in year six, but some of them were already wearing full faces of make-up. Their school skirts were all much shorter than mine, and the bags they were carrying were from Chanel, D&G and other designer brands. I didn’t know at the time just how expensive these bags were, but I could tell this was a new kind of ‘cool’ – a far cry from the sports bags and fashion that I was used to in Tottenham – and I definitely wasn’t part of it.

Then came time for the teacher to go through the register. I knew the name Ekin-Su was different, but it had never mattered at my old school, where lots of people’s names were interesting. Here, everyone had very British names: Hannah, Sarah, Tom, Dan. Then, the teacher reached my name: ‘Ekin-Su’. Everyone started laughing. My cheeks went bright red.

‘Oh my god, are you Chinese?’ one person said, and I struggled to understand why that would even be an insult.

‘Ekin-Poo,’ said someone else.

I had never felt so embarrassed, and I vowed that I would change my name to Sue. I wanted to use a British name, as I hoped it would make me feel more accepted.

But the damage was done: I was well and truly an outsider here. One day, I was wandering around the school on my own and I overheard some of the girls talking about a party they were going to on the weekend. I thought to myself: This is how I make friends. I need to throw a party! So my mum allowed me to throw a Halloween party, and I invited all the kids from school. Back in London, when we were planning Halloween costumes, the rule was always: the scarier, the better. So I decided to go as a creepy devil, wearing a long red dress, horns and face-paint. When the girls started arriving, it was honestly like that famous scene in Mean Girls. They were all dressed as cats and bunny rabbits, looking more pretty than scary. I remember thinking: They’re all so beautiful, and I’m just a monster. But the party wasn’t so bad; everyone seemed to enjoy it, and people actually talked to me for once. I thought I had finally done it. I had made friends, and now I would fit in.

The Monday after, I couldn’t wait to sit with my friends at lunchtime – but they all acted like they didn’t know me again. I’d go up to people in the playground and say, ‘Hey,’ and they’d act like they didn’t know who I was. They’d all eat their lunch together, but I knew I wasn’t welcome, so I would go and eat my lunch on my own in a toilet cubicle. It was so depressing, biting into my sandwich while reading all the graffiti on the back of the door, hearing the sounds of giggling girls outside. It makes me choke up thinking about it, to be honest with you. But I also felt a weird sense of safety inside that cubicle too, like I knew I wouldn’t be judged in there.

Occasionally, I would summon up the courage to try and get involved, but it would usually backfire. One lunchtime, I went up to one of the prettiest, most popular girls, and offered her my sandwich. Maybe if I share something, they’ll invite me into the group, I thought.

But she picked up my sandwich, opened it up and threw it at me.

I was stunned. ‘Why did you do that?’ I asked.

‘You’re a Turk – go back to your own country,’ she said. Then she pushed me on to the concrete and said, ‘You belong on the floor.’

Everyone else stood by and laughed. I could feel the tears welling but I didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing they had hurt me, so I ran away and cried quietly in the loos.

I don’t think I recognised that it was bullying at the time – I just thought there must be something wrong with me. I also didn’t tell my parents what I was going through. My mum had complications with her pregnancy, so she had to stay in hospital for twenty days before my baby brother was born. My dad was doing all the drop-offs and pick-ups, and we’d go and visit my mum in the hospital after school. I didn’t want to give them anything else to worry about. Even at that young age, I felt a lot of shame and embarrassment about what was happening. I didn’t want them to think that their daughter – who was usually so confident and loved being the centre of attention – wasn’t liked by anyone. My parents would ask me how school was going, and I’d smile brightly and tell them I was enjoying it. I didn’t want them to think I was a loser. I just wanted them to be proud of me.

Instead, I tried to distract myself as best I could when I was at home – it was my safe haven. I would spend my £3 weekly pocket money on chocolate and sweets, and I’d go home and sit in front of the TV watching Nickelodeon. It’s so sad to say it, but snacks were my friends during that time. It’s no wonder that I ended up putting on weight; I became the ‘chubby’ kid, and got bullied even more relentlessly. It was a vicious cycle: the unhappier I was, the more I ate – but more on that later.

Things started looking up when my brother, Arda, was born. I was completely obsessed with him. I remember visiting him for the first time at the hospital – he had to stay in an incubator for three days. He was so small and skinny, and he had a full head of hair that looked like a hairball. I thought, Wow, this is my brother. Finally, I will have a friend! When he came home, I would spend all my time pinching and squeezing his face. I felt like I had a bond with him. Even though he was a tiny baby, I felt like I could tell him things that I couldn’t tell my
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