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To Larry and Catherine McEvoy –
 See you next time around.
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‘Show me a sane man and I will cure him for you.’

Carl Jung

From this Moment on

FOR MOST OF MY ADULT LIFE, I HAVE SUFFERED FROM DEPRESSION.

It was a long time, however, before I gave it that name. For years after I was first properly diagnosed, I searched for a cure. I hoped that someday I would live my life free of the underlying sadness and anxiety that came with my condition.

Throughout those years, I read a lot of self-help books about depression. Many of them have helped me with my condition, giving me coping mechanisms or new perspectives on its nature. But I’ve always felt they were missing something. I’ve never found a book that has told me that not only is it actually okay to be depressed, but that it’s okay to stay depressed, i.e., to learn to live your best life with the disorder, rather than seeking an all-encompassing cure.

For those lucky enough to have never suffered from depression – and quite a few people haven’t and never will, even though one in four of us do, or will at some stage in our lives – it can be easy to think that people who are down in the dumps can and should snap out of it. However, those of us suffering from chronic depression might spend our lives wishing we could just snap out of it, but wishing is as far as we can go. We may have good days, we may even have great days, but our depression is always there, underpinning our lives. No amount of psychotherapy, alternative approaches to living or medication is going to make it go away forever.

Books about depression tend to be high on the hope factor. Unfortunately, though, by its very nature, depression is devoid of hope. So I’m not convinced that hope, per se, is the best currency for depression sufferers. Living in hope doesn’t necessarily get you to the places you want to go. Why? Because it’s a passive state, one in which you rely on outside forces to bring about change in your life. Optimism is the term I prefer.

Optimism is a lot less wishy-washy than hope. Hope is about an imagined future, whereas optimism is saying, in the here and now: ‘This is where I build the future.’ You act optimistically rather than hoping passively.

There is a great Buddhist phrase, ‘honin myo’, which literally means ‘from this moment on’. The notion it imparts is that you are creating your life from this moment on. The future doesn’t actually exist and, when you think about it, neither does the past. All we have is the present. Now is the gift. From this moment on is where all our power is.

Which is all fine and dandy for Buddha and the gods, but how can an ordinary mortal live completely in the present? How do you create your life from this moment on?

Over the years, I have been up and down like a fiddler’s elbow, but I have always kept going. Bizarrely, although my depression hurls me into the future with acute anxiety about the terrible things that may lie in store, or pitches me into the past, worrying over what I said or did and how it affected someone, it has also taught me how to live in the now.

We live in an age obsessed with self-help. Never before have there been so many books on self-improvement, and we could be forgiven at times for thinking that, if we’re not on an active course to enhanced self-betterment for the good of both ourselves and humanity at large, we are in some way failing in our duty as human beings. For me, this is epitomised by the self-betterment machine of the Oprah Winfrey empire. The Oprah philosophy of living your best life, on what always seems to be a radical, heroic scale, leaves me for one, feeling as if I’m beaten before I’ve begun.

For a person who suffers from depression, the simplest thing can seem impossible. In a world that is constantly reflected through its media – which, let’s face it, is the dominant way most of us are fed messages about how we live – the notion that we must always be striving for more, for self-improvement, perfection even, is something that in truth has very little to do with living in the now. Living in the now is not about self-improvement, it is about accepting who you are, limitations and all, at this very moment. It’s not about changing yourself, just accepting yourself. Cue sigh of relief.

In the course of managing my own condition, I formed a philosophy for myself. It’s called the ‘least you can do’ philosophy, and I want to share it with other people who suffer from depression.

‘At sunrise, everything is luminous but not clear.

It is those we live with and love and should know

who elude us. You can love completely without

complete understanding.’

Norman McClean

I came up with it one morning when I was in the vice-grip of one of my panic attacks. I was in rehearsals for a play at the time and had to get to work, but I’d woken up in such a state of whirling anxiety that I couldn’t open my eyes, much less get into the car and drive to the theatre.

Anything I managed to do, I had to achieve in stages. I sat up in bed. I got my feet to the floor and I stood up. Getting to the shower had to be broken up into bite-sized pieces, if I was going to do it at all. That morning, if I had set my goal as doing a great day’s work, I would have stayed in bed. Once I had got myself into the shower, all manner of things seemed possible. I was able to get dressed. I gibbered a few prayers in front of my Buddhist altar. I made myself a cup of coffee. After that, I was together enough to get myself to the car and drive.

In breaking things down into the least I could do, I harnessed my power. I lived in each tiny moment as my day began.

Now, I’m not suggesting for one moment that everyone on the planet should suddenly start making a meal out of the journey from the bed to the shower every morning – but if you are depressed and can’t cope, it’s a very helpful strategy.

To create your life from this moment on, you need to ask yourself: what can I do in this moment?

If it’s only making a cup of tea, that’s enough. It’s forward motion, a step towards making the next step.

The title of this book, How the Light Gets In, is inspired by Leonard Cohen’s song ‘Anthem’. Even in your darkest moments, Cohen tells us, our wounds offer us the possibility of transformation into light.

This is a book about living with depression. It’s not about defeating depression or holding it at bay. It’s my personal story of how depression became part of my life, how I identified it and how I have lived my life with it, while having a career in the public eye. It’s about how I still live with it and about how my journey to reach an understanding of it is an essential part of who I am.

I’ve set out this journey in themes, reflecting the most important aspects of my life: family, work, religion, success, love, loss, happiness, ageing, death and home. For a person living with depression, all these facets of life are underpinned by the condition. This book is about living with that darkness and learning to take one step at a time – via the ‘least you can do’ philosophy – to find how the light gets in.
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‘The flower will lose its beauty,

All fountains their water

The sea its birds,

The forest its beasts,

The earth its harvest –

All these things will pass before

Anyone breaks the bonds of our love

And I cease caring for you in my heart.’

Matthew of Rievaulx, thirteenth-century France

The Boldest Child in the Universe

WHERE DO WE GET OUR SENSE OF VALUE? DO WE GET IT FROM our parents? Do we derive it from our circumstances? Do we give it to ourselves? In the process of writing this book, I’ve come to the understanding that much of who I am, and much of how I feel about myself, stems from a deeply held belief that the only valuable thing for me to do in life was to make my parents happy.

This was neither their fault, nor mine. It simply just was, and still is, because even though they are both gone from this world, I recognise that I am in many ways still trying to make them happy.

When I was little girl, I always seemed to be getting into trouble over one thing or another. I thought that I was the only bold child in the universe. A few months ago, I found myself feeling a sense of great relief when a therapist I was seeing told me that I wasn’t a bad child because I was wild and hard to discipline, and that many children are awkward customers. She recounted stories of her own son’s eccentricities and her  efforts to understand them. Even now, with all she understood about the human psyche, she had to dig deep. She told me of a passage she had read in a book on child psychology which suggested that instead of labelling children such as her son or indeed my younger self as ‘difficult’, that ‘spirited’ was a far more accurate term. We spirited children are difficult to deal with, that is certain, but we are not innately difficult. This word ‘spirited’ helped me to begin to accept the child I really had been, instead of being ashamed of the child I thought I had been.

So, I was a spirited little thing, really. Always running about the farm with grazed knees, climbing gates and trees, getting into everything I possibly could, never staying still for long. My mother was regularly exasperated by my carry-on, God help her. I was obstinate to a fault, never complying with her wishes, and I was always loud, shouting at the top of my voice and doing things I wasn’t supposed to be doing.

Like the time I tightrope-walked on the edge of the manger in the cowshed and fell in, bashing my face so hard that my teeth were blackened and my lips became so swollen, I had a ‘trout pout’ for two weeks. I was forever pushing the boundaries my mother had set up for me, which mainly revolved around my being a quiet little girl who didn’t go around getting herself into trouble.

‘I can’t leave you alone for a minute,’ Mum would say, and when she was really annoyed with me, say if I was talking during mass or refusing to go to bed, she would show it by becoming monosyllabic. She never hit me or shouted at me, she just withdrew.

Poor Mum. When I was born, she might have expected that I’d turn into a refined country girl, someone with a disposition and demeanour like her own. She couldn’t have been farther from the mark.

Anyone living in our homeland of Delvin, County Westmeath, who remembers my mother, Catherine Morgan, – and many still do – will tell you she was very elegant. She was strikingly good-looking and she carried herself well. My Uncle Paddy, her youngest brother, used to say of her that she had eaten a poker for her breakfast, but the words everyone else used to describe Mum were ‘a lady’.

When she met my father, Larry McEvoy, she was a district nurse in Delvin. She had undergone her training during the Second World War and had worked in Manchester during the Blitz. My father had been an extremely settled bachelor of 55 and from a very solid farming background, well respected throughout the area. She was in her late thirties. I always have this romantic idea of my father spotting her in the village, and being captivated by her arresting beauty as she passed him on the street in her well-fitted nurse’s coat. When they eventually met at a gathering in somebody’s house, I’d say she swept him off his feet. She must have, because within six months District Nurse Morgan became Mrs McEvoy, a farmer’s wife. Nine months later, after the appropriate interval, I came along.

‘Call it a clan, call it a network, call it a tribe,

call it a family. Whatever you call it,

whoever you are, you need one.’

Jane Howard

The fact that I was an only child is probably the defining factor of my life, the cause of much of my inner conflict. I think my mother had three miscarriages after me, but I’m not sure how I came by this information. Certainly, she never mentioned a word about them to me. Miscarriages were never talked about in those days by any woman, much less my mother, who was an extremely private person.

Possibly because I have no brothers or sisters to corroborate them, my early childhood memories are vague. I remember being in the cot in my parents’ bedroom, looking at them through the pink wooden bars. I remember being moved into my own room, and being fine about it, even with the lights out. Mum and Dad weren’t the kind of people who might say, ‘Oh, do you remember when you were four or five, you did this or that?’, so all I have to rely on are my own impressions and perceptions.

One night, when I was about five, I was saying my prayers and my mother said I should ask God for whatever it was that I really wanted. I put my hands together, closed my eyes tightly and said, ‘Please, God, could I have a little brother or sister?’ And then I stopped for a second before adding, ‘And bring him tonight.’

True to who she was, Mum reacted in a very contained way. ‘I don’t think that’s going to happen,’ she said. Now when I think of what my mother was going through with her pregnancies, it must have been a very painful moment for her.

Despite my prayers for a sibling, I don’t remember actually ever feeling lonely as a child. Because I lived on a farm, there was something going on all the time, and because of the men who worked for us, there were always people around, and lots of animals. I’d be out and about on the farm, making a nuisance of myself out in the hay shed, running here, there and everywhere from morning till night.

I had great pals in the neighbours’ children and I’d go down and play with them. My cousins, who had lost their mother, would come and stay during the summer and we would have great fun altogether. I think my mother invited them in part because she wanted me to have the company of my peers.

My favourite early childhood game was running in and out under the bellies of our huge carthorses, like a little Jack Russell. How in God’s name am I still alive?

I was a fearless child, with little sense of danger, but I will always remember the first time I ever became afraid. There was a programme on television called The Adventures of Robin Hood, starring an actor called Richard Greene. I loved the man with pure devotion. I think I was about five. In one episode there was a Viking ghost wearing a horned helmet and a cloak. I was so scared, I ran out of the room in terror, and had to be coaxed back in from the hall by one of my cousins. For years after that, I felt this lurking sense of menace around me. I became terrified of the dark and would always check under the bed before I got in, even in later life.

It is the first instance I can remember where I had an extreme reaction to a situation that, in some ways, would come to define me later in life. I think this is a unifying trait in many people who suffer from depression. We’re very sensitive and we react. We’re constantly internalising things that are, in fact, outside of ourselves. In our darkest times, we internalise the smallest negatives and make them huge. A sideways glance will become devastating to us; a tiny rejection takes over our whole being.

Although my parents loved me dearly, as I loved them, the messages I began to internalise from a very young age, whether they were real or not, were that my mother wanted me to be somebody other than who I was. She tried her utmost to get me to go to ballet lessons, but I was having none of it. Then she tried piano lessons: anything to give me a bit of girlish grace. In those early years, Dad was quite hands-off, like most fathers at the time, but I think he liked the fact that I was a tomboy. Mum, on the other hand, made it clear that she would prefer me to be a little girl in every sense of the word. And so with time, as I realised she wanted me to be different, I came to want to be anybody but myself.


Sabrina and Calamity Jane


WHEN I WAS SEVEN, I DISCOVERED AUDREY HEPBURN. THE film Sabrina was on television one day, and I was spellbound.

Sabrina is a film about a tomboy who is sent away to Paris and comes back as this beautiful woman in Givenchy dresses: an ethereal, waifish, ladylike thing, who now fitted in with the wealthy family into which she wanted to marry. The film had an enormous effect on me. Sabrina, or Audrey, was everything I wanted to be and was not. In my childish mind, I really believed that if I tried hard enough, I could be like her. My mother was probably relieved that I had such a ladylike role model, but, in truth, she was nearer to the real Audrey than I would be in a million years. Yet somehow Audrey became an identity that I latched on to in the search for one of my own.

I have held this fantasy about myself for a long time. I dream of my Cinderella moment – the transformation. The secretary who takes off her glasses and shakes her hair and everyone goes, ‘Oh, but, Miss Jones, you’re beautiful!’ The girl who appears at the top of the stairs, and to whom everyone in the room turns to stare at in astonishment.

I wanted to be the ladylike girl who would never disappoint her mother. Who was stick-thin, who was glamorous, who spoke beautifully and who had an easy way with the world. Instead, I was a solidly built child, called ‘Fatty Mac’ at National School by some of the kids. I have a mental image of myself walking in the schoolyard with a girl from my class, and I’m towering over her. Even though we were probably both relatively small things, I felt vast.

At the same time as adoring Sabrina, I also had a huge love for the film Calamity Jane, in which Doris Day played a rough-and-ready cowgirl with no social manners, who is at odds with everything around her. I loved Westerns and I was entranced by Calamity’s buckskins; how she could ride and shoot as well as any of the men.

Halfway through the proceedings, Calamity gets her Cinderella moment, when her friend Katie shows her how to dress like a woman, in frocks and frills. I was disgusted when I saw this for the first time and proceeded to howl inconsolably. When she pulled a gun out from underneath her dress, I was mollified somewhat, but I was still seriously disappointed that Calamity had sold out to the frilly-dress brigade. I loved her power and I hated when, as I saw it, she chose to give it up, don the white wedding dress and, as the playwright William Congreve once put it, ‘dwindle into a wife’.

Being so young, I thought that I could claim that power for myself, so I went around dressed as a cowgirl playing games where I made the decisions. As I got older, it slowly became clear to me that the self-determination I craved was only the stuff of fantasy. In reality, it was impossible for me to have any say over my destiny. I knew what I wanted but I didn’t have the courage to fight for it. I remember crying many times because of the crippling difference between my fantasy and the real world.

My mother was determined to make a proper girl out of me, and a power struggle began between us. I wouldn’t cooperate with the ballet or piano lessons and I deeply regret the frustration I must have caused my mother, who was trying so hard to broaden my horizons.

Yet, despite my resistance, I desperately wanted to transform from a tomboy into Sabrina, to be the perfect girl I felt my mother wanted me to be. At the same time, I wanted to stay just like Calamity Jane, a girl living life on her own terms without needing to change for anyone. As a female, everything I wanted to be and naturally felt I was – wild, unruly and questioning – was disapproved of by my mother. So I began to try my very hardest not to be who I was. That created a terrible inner tension, which was the cornerstone for the depression that would develop later.

With no brothers and sisters, all my parents’ attention was focused on me. There wasn’t somebody else being bold along with me. There was nobody to compare myself with. I thought that there was nobody in the world like me.

I remember an episode that, at the time, caused me to feel huge shame and embarrassment, innocent and all as it was. My mother had a friend who was quite genteel. She came for tea one afternoon and I got out all my dolls to show her, along with my teddy bear. I was always playing mother with my dolls, who had to eat their dinners and to go to the toilet and go to bed and all that.

‘Other things may change us, but we start

and end with the family.’

Anthony Brandt

I explained to this lady that my teddy bear couldn’t go to the toilet because he had no hole. I wasn’t trying to be vulgar, I was just being literal, as kids are. But mother could not hide her absolute mortification, and I squirmed with embarrassment as I retreated from the room as quickly as I could.

If I had had a brother or sister, we might have laughed about it, going, ‘Janey Mack, you said “hole” in front of Mrs Posh Knickers!’ but, instead, I internalised my shame for what I’d said. The episode seemed absolutely cataclysmic to me.

When I made my First Communion, my mother arranged for a photographer to come to the house. I had my hair in ringlets and everything was all set up, ready for his arrival. And then, just before I was to get into my dress, I asked my mother if could I go out and play for a while. She reluctantly agreed.

So off I went and hopped up on the little work pony that lived on the farm. For some reason, I decided that it would be a good idea to put a cushion on the pony instead of riding him bareback and the next thing my mother saw was me, flying through the yard on the pony at full tilt. The cushion flew off, and I came off with it. I don’t know how I wasn’t killed. I hit my head off the wall, got a big shiner on my eye and a badly sprained wrist for my troubles, just as the photographer was arriving at the house. My mother was appalled. She covered up the black and blue mark on my face with her make-up and bandaged my wrist. Then the photo was taken, with my head angled in such a way so the bruise couldn’t be seen and my hand covered up by my white glove. The real Mary couldn’t stop herself from being a humiliation to her mother and chastised herself for being such an embarrassment. The Mary in the photograph is her mother’s perfect version of a daughter on her First Holy Communion.

And I can honestly say that echoes of this – of the sense of shame that rises up somewhere between my public and private self – remain even today. For instance, just recently, our local community organised a Halloween Fright Night at the community hall in Delvin, and I arrived dressed as a ghoul. I had a fantastic night, break dancing with the kids and getting up to all sorts of scary shenanigans, and the event was a great success. But as soon as I got home and into bed I started in on myself. I’d said the wrong thing to so and so, or accidentally insulted someone else. I’d made a holy show of myself dancing with the children.

To some extent, I’m still the little girl who came off the pony on the day of her Communion. I’m still chastising myself for letting go and being the real Mary, not the Mary in the photograph. For being Calamity Jane, not Sabrina. The difference is that now, I understand it. And understanding is illuminating.


The Three of Us


ALTHOUGH CERTAIN NEGATIVE MEMORIES FROM MY CHILDHOOD stayed with me, as they do with any child, my overriding feeling is that this was a positive time in my life. I was loved dearly by both my parents.

There is a photograph on the dresser in my kitchen that I look at often. It’s myself with my mum and dad, and in it I’m around six. We are sitting on a stone wall, me sandwiched between the two of them, squinting in the summer sun. To me, the remarkable thing about this photograph is our body language. Each of us is sat in exactly the same pose, our heads slightly inclined to the left. Even the position of our hands is identical.

We were a little unit. A team. It was Mary, Mum and Dad, all the way. I did not feel whole without them and, as parents, they were both solid as rocks in their different ways. They needed me too, in their own individual ways. And although in that photograph there is no physical affection on display – and my parents weren’t ones for picking their little girl up and hugging her with abandon – the love between us was powerful. In fact, it was so powerful it could hardly be spoken of, as if somehow we had to contain it, rather than be overwhelmed by it.

So by any standards, I had a wonderful childhood. I have great memories of laughter. I have nothing but memories of fun, sun and joy in the summer days I spent with my cousins, who came to stay every summer.

Although it would be many years before I identified the condition I came to know as depression by name, I think I suffered my first real period of grief when I was 12, coinciding with the end of my childhood as I knew it.

My mother took the decision to send me away to boarding school. As I was a bit rough around the edges, I think she hoped it would smooth me out a bit. I know that she wanted me to get a good education so I could get on in life – and I’m sure she wanted me to be with other people my own age too.

My father was dead set against it. He desperately wanted me to stay at home. If he had had his way, I wouldn’t even have been sent to secondary school, so desperate was he to keep me on the farm with him. My mother put her foot down, however. My bags were packed, my uniform bought and life as I knew it would never be the same again. I had never been away from home before.

I was sent to the Loreto in Navan, some 20 miles from home. To my mind, I might as well have been sent to another planet. From running freely around the farm, I suddenly found myself cut off from everything I loved, living in a strictly regimented place. Being in a dormitory full of other children was an awful shock for an only child – the lack of space, the lack of privacy. In the mornings when I got up, I would look out the window of the dorm and try to identify something familiar, any little landmark to remind me that home was near, that life was going on there as it had before I left.

Because I was the only one from a farming background, there was no other girl in the whole class with whom I could identify, no one to share my love of the farm or the freedom of running wild.

I would have to wait six weeks before I could go back to the farm again. I soon realised that six weeks is a very long time to a 12-year-old. I had never experienced anything like the aching loneliness of those weeks.

I would get up every morning at six o’clock and make my way down to the chapel to pray. I was often there before the nuns. There was another girl who was having an equally rough time and we would sit on opposite sides of the aisle, sobbing in unison as the sisters gathered for mass.

In my prayers, I constantly beseeched God not to let my parents die before my time at the Loreto was finished. This fear of my parents dying, which had begun with being sent away from them, was rooted in absolute love. I dreaded the pain and suffering I knew I would feel without them. When both my parents eventually did die, happily long after I’d left school, I had my own life, my own career, my own house, my own identity. Yet that dread of losing them was still just as intense. Every other relationship that I formed was second to the one I had with my parents.

Now, looking back on those morning prayers, I think I was praying to get back to the life I’d had before I left for school, hoping that nothing would prevent me being able to recreate my childhood with Mum and Dad on the farm.

But once you are taken out of somewhere, things are never the same again. Rhythms change, people change, and then when you come back, trying to fit in the way you did before is useless. You’re different and no matter how desperately you or your family want you not to be, there’s nothing you, or they, can do about it. The three of us would soon learn this hard lesson.

Home and Away

I NEVER SPOKE TO MY MOTHER ABOUT MY GRIEF AT BEING SENT away. If I had confided my unhappiness to her, I would have caused her unhappiness, and I wouldn’t do that to her. What would the point have been? She couldn’t go back and change anything.

And in so many ways, she did the right thing. Because Loreto Navan was quite a culturally driven school, I got the education that turned me into the person I am. It gave me an outlet for my artistic leanings, something that probably would never have happened back on the farm in Delvin.

I first returned home after six weeks at school, and after that on weekends and holidays. But nothing was the same. Gradually, my cousins were becoming teenagers and losing their interest in summer holidays on the farm. My contemporaries, with whom I had gone to National School, all went to the local secondary school and forged their own friendship circles, of which I was not a part. So my time at home was spent with my parents, who were a world away from the life I had at school.

Just before I went to boarding school that first year, I was taken to the dentist for a check-up. As I sat in the waiting room, I picked up a magazine. It was thick and glossy and I had never seen anything quite like it before. It was a copy of Vogue.

Isn’t it strange that something so inconsequential as flicking through a magazine can be life-altering? There I sat, a plump, unremarkable pre-teen in a country dentist’s office, gaping in wonder at page after page of gloriously beautiful, impossibly thin and glamorous women, who gazed languidly back at me. I was so entranced, I took the magazine.

This is it, I thought to myself. This is the world I want. If I can just be like this those women, I will be happy. Those haughty, urban models were strange role models for a tree-climbing, rural tomboy, who desperately wanted to stay at home living the farming life with her parents rather than go out into society.

During my first year, I felt like the odd-one-out at school, still Fatty Mac, never part of the loop. But, gradually, I began to make friends and became part of a group of girls who were also on the edge of school society. We were all mad about Tara Telephone, a publication that featured all the poetry young bloods of the day, which was smuggled into us by day pupils who sympathised with our bohemian leanings. We gathered in grave huddles to be ‘deep’, to talk about art, literature and philosophy. When we weren’t philosophising, we were comparing weight loss, because second to our love of poetry was a growing interest in competitive dieting – we all wanted to look like Twiggy.

During my Inter Cert year, I started winning the diet competition. I remember going into a café in O’Connell Street in Dublin with Mum for a special treat, wearing a Kelly green miniskirt and a tight, black, ribbed top. I was fifteen and walking through the tables to get to the counter, I felt beautiful for the first time in my life. Like a Vogue model.

I weighed less than seven stone. At night when I was changing into my nightie, if I could see a bit of flesh in the dormitory mirror, I would decide not to eat the following day. Whenever we had a free period, myself and the gang would pore over cookery books, salivating as we took in every detail of the recipes. It was like our pornography.

During the summer holidays, my father would bring home apples for me. These were the only thing I really ate. One Saturday, he arrived with a box of apples, all individually wrapped. They were absolutely gorgeous and I munched down two in a row, after which I promptly fainted. When I came too, I heard Dad saying to Mum, ‘Is she dead?’ I opened my eyes and tried to stand up, but my legs gave way and I fainted again.

Just because somebody doesn’t love you the way

you want them to, doesn’t mean they don’t love you

with everything they’ve got.’

Anon.

I eventually came to and was able to stay lucid, but then I started throwing up the apples I’d gobbled down. I was put to bed and the doctor was called for.

When he came, he opened my pyjamas to feel my stomach and gasped out loud. ‘You are like a something out of Bergen-Belsen,’ he said. I think that’s the first time my mother properly saw what had happened to my body as well. Apart from that day in the Kelly green miniskirt, I always wore my uniform, which was bulky and hid a multitude of sins.

The doctor gave me an injection and ordered me to start eating properly. The next day I went from literally starving myself to compulsively eating anything I could lay my hands on. I had built up such a fear of food that it was like the doctor’s orders had given me a carte blanche to eat.

Mum never spoke to me about my weight loss. Although she ate normally, she always watched her weight too and if she put on weight, she wasn’t happy at all.

A few months later, when I was beginning fifth year, one of the girls looked me up and down and said, ‘You put it all back on.’ And, with that, the dieting cycle began again.
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