





Body Image

everything was. One day, you're married,
the next you're not.

Anyway, the days passed, and turned
into weeks, and months, and eventually |
realised | no longer had to remind myself
to breathe. But my bodey still felt very
fragile — as if it had been in an accident.
My sons would give me quick hugs,
which were comforting, but at night,
| felt lonely; sleepless in the big marital
bed, burying my head in the pillow.

And then one May evening, a friend
of a friend invited me to dinner, and
there | met a man, a friend of the friend
of the friend. It was as random as that;
although there seemed to be a kind of
magic in its accidental quality, as if the
universe had chimed, just for a second.
He made me laugh, and the next day he
rang me, and asked me to the theatre.

This was both thrilling and terrifying.
OK, it was just a date, but | could not
help but be reminded of the fact that
| hadn't been naked in front of another
man for about a hundred years. Not that
my clothes would be coming off, because
| had sworn never to trust a man again.
Even so, | had a manicure and a pedicure,
just to make myself feel better about my
battered body; and when the man asked
me on a second date, | took myself off
for a bikini wax. | was still vowing
celibacy, but | decided it was time to
do something I'd not done before, and
waxing seemed like a good place to start.

Soon afterwards, | broke my vow of
celibacy. My head was telling me not to,
but my body took charge again, desire
flooding through, overwhelming the hard
knots of grief and rage. | had no time to
think about how embarrassing it was to
be seen naked by a man who was not my
husband; indeed, | stopped thinking, my
mind switched off its ceaseless, circular
anxieties for the first time since my
husband left. | just felt like me again; back
inside my own body, alive and breathing
as another man touched my skin.

Healing takes longer than that, of
course; there are days when my heart still
aches. But | am surprised and grateful at
my body's capacity to recover, to discover
simple pleasures; to uncurl again, and in
doing so, remind me, 'This is who | am.
This is what it means to be me!

Justine Picardie’s new book, Coco Chanel,
(£20, HarperCollins) is out in September.
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‘Anorexia is so much more
than learning to eat again’

Marie Claire's features editor Kasie Davies on finding
a new confidence after beating an eating disorder

ECENTLY, I CAME UPON A LETTER THAT
Rmy dad wrote me nine years ago.

It wasn’t until I reached the final
line that I started to cry. ‘T wish you could
see what everyone else sees,” he wrote.
“You are beautiful.’ Those 12 words broke
my heart. Of course every father thinks
his daughter is beautiful, but it was more
than that. He wrote this letter in February
2001: my first year out of university, and
my first year with anorexia.

T’'ve grown up watching my weight and
controlling my diet, as if it is the expected
thing to do. And yet I've never been fat. In
my late teens, I hovered around the 9st
mark, and even at my tubbiest, when I left
university, I was just over 10st. But I know
very few women who are 100 per cent
delighted with their bodies. Even slender
girls with long legs and tiny waists com-
plain about cellulite and flat chests. Why
do we gripe? For many, the easy answer is
that we have been brainwashed by ideals.
To an extent, this is true.
Idobelieve women of my
generationareunhappier
than previous ones, not
because we’re worse off,
but because our expecta-
tions are higher. But
while I admit that the
pressure of expectation played a part in
my eating disorder, it would be wrong and
naive to completely lay the blame there.

Aswith most mental disorders, there is
no short or simple answer to what led
a bright and ambitious young woman
tosuchadarkplace. I'd just moved to Lon-
don after graduating and found myself
feeling more alone than I ever thought
possible. I didn’t tell my family how I was
feeling because I felt like a failure. I can
still remember the strained sound of my
voice on the phone, assuring Mum every-
thing was ‘totally cool’, before hanging up
and doubling over in tears. To fill my days,
I joined the gym. Throwing myself into
exercise, I got a momentary lift when
Idiscovered I'd dropped 31b in ten days, so
I started cutting back on food as well.
Soon, exercise and dieting became my

‘I've grown into

someone more

perceptive and
confident’

new best friends.

And that’s what
anorexia feels like:
afriend who cheers
youup,understands
you, makes you feel
stronger and in
control. At least, it
does at the beginning, before it becomes
an obsession. Here’s what it was like: I felt
guilty every time I put mayo on my meal
or butter on my bread. Soon, I felt guilty
about putting anything in my mouth at all.
No matter how little I ate each day, even
when I ate nothing at all, there was always
a nagging feeling that I could have tried
harder, that I could have survived on less.
Did I think I had an eating disorder? God,
no. I still had way too much flesh on my
bones. What I didn’t realise was that ano-
rexia has nothing to do with how much
you weigh, but how you see your body. It
distorts your self-perception and quickly
stops being about losing
weight. Because bizarrely
Ididn’twanttobe skinny.
Iwanted to be in control
and prove I could do
something really well.

Five months later and
2st lighter, I was vaguely
conscious of how much weight
I was losing, but would tear into a rage if
anyone suggested I was too thin. I had
gone from being a sexy, confident woman
to — as I put it - looking like a child again.
My body disgusted me and I would often
standin front of the mirror and crybecause
the image looking back at me was so ugly
—until it got to the point where I stopped
feeling anything at all. I was neither tear-
ful, nor miserable, nor angry.Iliterallyfelt
nothing, and that was the scariest phase of
all. T was the pale and pathetic shell of
aperson that kind of looked abit like me.

Deep inside, I knew I needed help, but
it wasn’t until the night my sister held me
in her arms and reminded me of all the
wonderful reasons I had to live that
I finally accepted it. But the struggle was
much tougher than I thought. {continued)}
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Recognising my problem was one thing.
Finding out why, and how I could be
broughtback, was awhole different battle.

My parents arranged for me to see a
counsellor. None of us were prepared for
how much we would all cry. I can still see
my mum and dad holding each other’s
hands and quietly crying as I confessed to
my fears of disappointing them. Avoiding
food and losing weight had become a way
of proving I was strong. But it was all an
illusion, stopping me from dealing with
the real issues: perfectionism, loneliness
and insecurity. Recognising this was like
having alight switched on in my brain and
gave me the clarity to move forward.

It was thanks to counselling, and more
importantly the support of my wonderful
family, that I kept going. Memories of my
mother sleeping in a chair beside my bed
in case I woke up crying, or watching me
take 30 minutes to eat a digestive biscuit,
still bring me to tears. But it was because
of acts like these that major milestones
were laid over the next 12 months, like
eating a pizza without scraping off the
cheese, undressing (and eventually show-
ering) at the gym, being wolf-whistled on
the street because I had my curves back.

Beating anorexiaisn’t just about learn-
ing to eat again. It’s so much more than
that. It’s aboutlearning to accept who you
are on the outside, as well as the inside.
Horribly corny,but true. WhenIlookback,
Ican’tbelieve ithappened to someone like
me. People who know me feel the same.
I've grown into someone - and I say this
with pride, not arrogance — more percep-
tive, confident and successful than I ever
thought I would be. Now, when my dad
says I am beautiful, we both know what he
means. And this time, I believe him.

I recently found a box of photos of
myself as a teenager. When they were tak-
en, I remember feeling chubby and self-
conscious. But as I looked at them again,
I realised I had always been perfect. The
problem is, we don’t see ourselves as we
really are. There is always something we
want to change. I'm certain there are
women reading this who believe that
fitting into a pair of size 10 jeans will make
them happy. And it might - for a moment.
But it’s an illusion. Learning to love my
body came with finally knowing who
I want to be. And the funny thing is, it’s
the personIam, and was, all along,
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‘I no longer have to evaluate my
self-worth by what I look like’

Award-winning writer and journalist Ariel Leve explains how
maturity has given her the confidence to finally stop dieting

else. Which isn't to say that | have

always been happy in my own skin.
That took a while. But | can't recall that |
have ever looked at women in magazines
and thought, 'If only | had her thighs,
life would be easier Maybe | knew that
even in skinny jeans, life is tough.

Or maybe it was more in my nature
to compare myself in other ways.
Academically, then later professionally.
| learned early on that physical beauty
was subjective and so | would sooner
covet another woman's
apartment before | would
her bone structure.

Growing up in New
York City, there were lots
of opportunities to feel
physically inadequate.
The girls | went to school with looked
like models, and many were. | was never
in the same category and didn't try to
be. If I'd been cast in a movie, | would
probably be the best friend. Which was
fine with me. The supporting characters
are usually the most interesting.

From around 18 until my early
twenties, the supermodel phenomenon
was ubiquitous. Cindy Crawford and
Linda Evangelista appeared in George
Michael's Freedom ‘90 video. Suddenly,
models were superstars, and the bar was

I have never wanted to look like anyone

‘At 35 I stopped
counting calories see " outfit!like and

and took pleasure
from food’

impossibly raised because not only were
they beautiful but they had power too.

During this period, | was on a
different diet every other week — though
to refer to them as ‘diets’ is generous.
They were clear signs of an eating
disorder. In college | went through a
period where | ate a specific brand of
corn muffin every day. I'm not sure
why | thought they were low calorie
but perhaps it was the word ‘corn’.

If | couldn’t get to the gym, it was as
though my life support had been turned
off. Searching for some way to manage
my universe, there was a misguided
belief that if | maintained a specific
weight, it would be OK. But it wasn't
enjoyable and it had the opposite effect
of making me feel better about myself.

Somewhere along the way, in my
mid-thirties, | got tired of being so
restrictive. | had gained a ton of weight
after a break-up and withdrew into a
world of bagels and baggy shirts. The
turning point came at 35, when | stopped
counting calories and started getting
more pleasure from food. A sense of
acceptance set in as | began to take care
of myself and calm down about the
flaws. | see wrinkles and lines and | don't
care. Grey hair I'm not thrilled about but
that's easy to fix.

Sometimes | might

feel a bit of remorse that
| don't have the body to
carry it off. But then |
think, if | wanted to work
atit, | could. But | don't. And it's OK.

| feel lucky to no longer have to worry
about evaluating my self-worth by what
| look like. When | look in the mirror,
| like what | see and I'm happy in my
own skin. Even if it is dry.
Ariel Leve’s latest book, It Could
Be Worse, You Could Be Me (£8.99,
Portobello Books), is out in June. B

How do you feel about your body?

Tell us at marieclaire.co.uk/bodies
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