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Foreword

When I was a kid, I assumed almost everyone grew up to be fat. No offence to the family members who don’t consider themselves portly, but in my eyes, it was an inevitability based on the facts of my surroundings. My mam – fat. My dad – fat. Most of my aunts and uncles were too. My grandma was and would share plus-size clothes with my mother, her daughter. My older siblings weren’t exactly slim. I had cousins who were thinner but they were still young. They hadn’t aged into their fated fatness just yet. I loved my fat family growing up. I loved my uncle’s warm, thick hands and sitting on top of my dad, who lay horizontal on the sofa, to watch the telly together. The women on my mam’s side of the family, who I spent more time with than my dad’s counterparts, were simultaneously intimidating and welcoming due to their stature. Before I was aware of the intricate and complex feelings that fatness brought about in my family (and the world, obviously), before self-hatred due to my weight punctured my pores and embalmed my brain, I quite liked the idea of growing up and taking up so much space. 

As I got older and puberty dragged my skull out of the clouds, forcing me to recognise that we don’t all end up fat and happy, my body became my biggest opposition. I was being raised in a world where the idea that fatness was wrong was considered as factual as saying grass is green, and it took hold of me. Who wants to be considered automatically corrupt because of their corpulence? In a culture that blames and shames fat people for their largeness without ever really pinpointing why fatness is so reviled, it would be impossible to not be saturated with self-hatred as soon as a gal becomes conscious of the overall negative consensus of her frame.

As soon as I was aware of my fatness, I despised it. I hated having a gut, I hated the hang of my prepubescent tits and the softness that enveloped my limbs. The advent of unadulterated internet access for pre-teens given computers before a parental lock was considered a necessity made everything infinitely worse. Everywhere, from chatrooms to forums to YouTube videos and their comment sections, fatness was either a line of attack or a punchline. My favourite digital spaces were haunted by fatphobia, insisting that the most beautiful and worthwhile women, people, looked nothing like the way my body was turning out to be. I was slammed with a lack of representation – I saw myself nowhere except for in pop-up weight-loss advertisements. I struggled to make friends in real life and hid behind avatars online to try to sell myself on personality alone. I dreamed not only of being thin, but of being bodiless – incorporeality was my biggest fantasy. 

In the same spaces, a few short years later (and in some new ones that had come of age since) body positivity* was prioritised. The revolution not only appealed to me, as a baby feminist, but took over my entire body. The counterculture called and I picked up the phone at the first ring, thrilled to have an outlet for the loathing that consumed so much of my waking thoughts. Yet the fat liberation movement remained on the fringes as body positivity got co-opted by brands and influencers, and even when I swam in the depths of articles and essays that radically challenged the status quo that fatness was a problem, the world I moved through – and the mental illness that blossomed alongside my boobs when I turned eleven – tried to drown me. I felt, and often still feel, that I was stuck. Trapped between and tortured by what I knew to be true from the facts that I read and theories I believed, and the feelings of insecurity and body hatred that remained in my bones.

This isn’t all to say that we’re doomed – the following story will inspire the opposite feelings, I hope – but I want to be completely honest about the highs and lows I have experienced as a consequence of existing in a fat body. As much as my experience of fatphobia, both societally instilled and specifically pointed at me, have caused me strife, I do believe my life would have been infinitely shitter if I hadn’t been born into a marginalised body. I definitely still wish we could all be amorphous clouds and work out a hierarchy based on who has the most banter rather than baseless statutes based on appearances, but there has been a specific pleasure and power that has come to me from embracing my reviled frame in a society that has benefitted from me and my plump peers doing the opposite. 

As I’ve gotten older and wider in the process of writing this book, picking out the poignant moments from my life and getting into the good, the bad and the bulk of nonsense surrounding body standards has sparked an internal revolution. Sure, there are still nights that I spend rolling around my bed trying to rid my brain of the barbs of internalised fatphobia – it’d be childish to pretend that I am a bastion of self-love and great mental health after you’ve gone through the following pages – but now I have a new weapon in my arsenal of counterarguments to the ‘you suck’ allegations I levy at myself: if I wasn’t such a fat cunt with poor impulse control, I wouldn’t have published a bloody book, would I? 

 

* The radical notion that all bodies deserve respect and, well, positivity.





Introduction: The Times I Overindulged

I’ve never understood the problem with indulging yourself; being chaste is not an interest of mine. The opposite has always been the case: If I’ve ever had an issue with anything, it’s excess. I’m a hedonist at heart and in the case of nature versus nurture, I do genuinely believe I was born like this. 

I have a core memory of my uncle, who had flown over from New York to spend time with his mam – my grandma, Pamela – stopping off with us in South Wales in order to say a quick hello to his sister, my mam, and his adoring nephews and niece. As Uncle Dick was footing the bill, we all headed out to one of the luxury establishments we usually reserved for birthdays and special occasions – TGI Fridays. 

If you have never had the pleasure of stepping foot in a TGIs, the entire gimmick of the restaurant is based around Americana camp. Camp in the way of forced cheer, with all sorts of eclectic, corporate-approved shite stuck on the walls and a camaraderie of servers forced to wear red braces adorned with nonsensical badges – at least, that is how TGI Fridays presented itself in the early 2000s. And as a flamboyant seven-year-old, I fucking loved it. 

We headed to TGIs and, as the menus were handed out, my glamorous uncle impressed on us that we could all order whatever we wanted. For a family that typically refused the dessert menu in favour of picking up a multipack of Mars bars from a petrol station on the way home, this was revolutionary. Up until this particular visit to TGI Fridays, we had been limited to refillable soft drinks, and our glasses had to be replenished a minimum of four times before leaving in order to get our money’s worth. Suddenly this rule was out the window and I got a four quid choccy milkshake in its stead. 

Long story short, I downed four of the four-quid choccy milkshakes in quick succession and ran to the toilet to throw up before our mains had even arrived. There is supposed to be a lesson about too much of a good thing in there, but I learned the opposite. As long as you’re fine with paying the price, excess is fucking class. The ancient Romans were onto something with their designated sick buckets at feasts.* The celebs of 2024 are emulating their tactics, injecting themselves with Ozempic instead of having to manually curb their appetites. It’s almost as though doing so without assist­ance is irrational, against our base instincts, right? 

We naturally find ourselves drawn to anything that brings joy – so if indulging is giving yourself pleasure and fulfilment, how can overindulgence even exist? Can you over enjoy yourself? What makes someone’s personal fulfilment too much? Will I ever be satisfied? In my unrelenting need for excess, extravagance and extremity, I have rarely seen a negative side to my indulgences. Except, perhaps, in the deep pit of hell that I call my credit limit or the occasional bin full of vom next to the bed the morning after a heavy sesh. 

In a way, I believe that, conceptually, overindulgence can only be applicable to those who have no hardship in their lives. Which is, arguably, none of us. Following the train of thought, then, if society has ingrained in us that we need an excuse to do something nice for ourselves, if that’s the reasoning we have to abide by, then let’s full-hog go for it. I have a never-ending list of excuses for why I ordered a twelve-quid poke bowl for my lunch on a rando Tuesday. We all do it. We ‘deserve’ a treat. We’ve earned this glass of wine. 

‘It’s been a shit week,’ we reason with ourselves as we draw cash out at 11 p.m. to put in for some marching powder. ‘I’ve had a shit month,’ I say out loud as I transfer money from my savings app one more time so I can afford to order a Maccies a week out from payday. ‘What a fucking year!’ I rationalise as I buy myself a new candle from Homesense when I’m meant to be Xmas prezzie shopping.

But why do we feel the need to earn joy? Why can’t our neutral setting be pleasure-seeking, if in doing so we aren’t causing ourselves and others harm? In the Tudor times, some old farts in the philosophical world decided that excess was symbolic of being gormless – those who abstained from food, drink and other pleasures were more intelligent, because they were eschewing the brain power required of these tasks in exchange for engaging in Higher Thought1 – a.k.a., cooking up cock-and-bull theories – and we all fell for it. Even before that, chasteness was next to godliness. Restraint has always been awarded brownie points by those with enough stuff that they can choose to leave leftovers or skip a meal.

There’s an interesting part in Sally Rooney’s Beautiful World, Where Are You where the characters discuss, via email, how the destruction of civilisation never really affected the average working-class person. If you’re toiling in fields outside of a city, day in, day out, to feed your family and pay your (bloated) taxes, why would you give a shiny shite that an ancient library filled with the entire history of man was being burned to the ground? Similarly, it’s laughable to imagine pitching to anyone who works hard for their meals to give it all up so their brain has space to think more deeply about philosophical queries. Not because working-class people don’t think theoret­ically, but because the spurning of your own wants and needs in order to do so is a bananas response to lavishness when you know what it is like to not have access to limitless resources. 

It’s because of this train of thought that I can’t apply the term overindulgence to anyone existing in a marginalised body or outside the highest echelons of class. Sure, it’s potentially gauche to drink choccy milks till you’re sick when you know there’s people dying of thirst and starvation across the world, but drinking four Mars milkshakes the one time a year that your international uncle is visiting and you’re vibrating with excitement is more than understandable – it’s possibly the only reasonable response to the situation. In my view, indulgence is a necessity to those who don’t have access to the means to indulge on a regular, daily basis. 

Yet existing in a fat body means that you are perceived as a chronic overindulger, regardless of whether you prefer a big portion or are more of a picky bits kind of consumer. To indulge is translated in a new way around your wide frame. It’s assumed not only that you are engaging in luxury each meal of each day, but that you do not possess the self-control to limit yourself even if you wanted to. But again, I want to ask why control is seen as an achievement? 

Controlling yourself is good, until your therapist is gently questioning if anyone’s ever diagnosed you with an eating disorder. Simultaneously, staying in control is impossible, it halts your joie de vivre – whatever happened to que sera and c’est la vie? We’re all asked to toe an invisible line of what is acceptable and what isn’t, the deciding factors being the BMI chart that’s been sellotaped to the wall of the doctor’s surgery for the past twenty years, the men who feel emboldened to shit on anyone fatter than Renee Zellweger, and the multiple million-pound industries that trend-forecast thinness as the most profitable goal for them to impress across branding, marketing and PR campaigns. 

The only acceptable fat people in these spaces are the ones who agree wholeheartedly that they are in the wrong. They admit it: they overindulge. They lack self-control. They are simultaneously too much and not enough. The world nods along with the fat person who hates themselves, awards merit to those who lose a small number of pounds each year only to stack them back on whenever they go on a holiday or when Christmas arrives with its tins of choccies and buck’s fizz. Then society resets itself at midnight on 31 December and encourages fat people, thin people and those in between to repent of any joy they may have allowed themselves during a limited two-week period. Billboards, magazines and sidebars on the internet bristle with dieting adverts, ravenous for your money, your attention and your data in exchange for empty promises about self-worth via weight-loss supplements, meal plans and gym memberships. 

Diet culture is truly insatiable, but so am I. I want, I desire, I need. I wish to engage with a life in which I wouldn’t have to consider my fatness at every waking and sometimes sleeping moment. I long for the woman I’d be if this dichotomy didn’t take up so much of my thought. But would I even have a career if I didn’t have this bastion to tie myself to? I’ll never know who I’d be without my fatness and I mean that with equal measures of positivity and negativity.

I am overindulgent with my ouroboros thoughts of hating being fat, hating what society has made of fatness, loving myself in spite of it all, hating that those feelings must be borne out of spite. I can’t control the loathing and adoration surrounding my body that have braided together to make up the spine of my life, the backbone of the story of my memoir. There would be no Gina Tonic without my fatness, without the societal hatred of fatness or without the retaliative countercultural movement to reclaim control over the fat narrative. The following book is me indulging in the joy that all memoir writers get to take part in: making a fuss over different parts of my life story that have formed who I am. I hope that somewhere in the madness, someone out there relates to the trials and tribulations of being a bolshy broad with a big belly and even bigger tits. 


 

* I read this online somewhere once, but do not use me as a reference for any history essays. I have no clue if this is true, but it sounds like a shout to me.
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