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For
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Part One








1. Twitch



This twitch is driving me crazy. It’s 1997, I am twenty-four years old, and for a year I have been in physical discomfort. That is 365 days with my butt twitching and an inability to contract my gluteus maximus muscles. Three hundred and sixty-five days with bugs up my ass, 365 days of wanting to jump out the window, 365 days watching the entire lower half of my body turn into jelly and atrophy. This is a sick joke.

Now, understand, it is with these muscles that women often feel sexy. The tight squeeze, the swaying of hip to hip, the alignment of the pelvis and the flattened stomach are what gives a woman so much strength to conquer the day. Losing this sensation is basically losing my connection to any kind of sensuality. So it doesn’t surprise me that the depression I’ve often suffered from has become stronger and more unbearable this past year. Of course, this darkness, my old and dear friend, has led to the recurrence of my bulimic symptoms and to the deterioration of my emotional self.

You might say, especially if you are a psychiatrist, that it’s my emotional fears, depression, feelings about my sexuality, past disappointments, and all that crap that have caused my building to collapse. I will not deny this. My coping skills are far worse than they were, but after a year (and, yes, I am as bored with this as my world-famous neurologist suggested I ought to be), I am at my wit’s end. I’m trying so hard not to lose my mind, but I’m very aware that my power to intellectualize and make any sense of this is descending rapidly.

I’ve tried to become as spiritual as possible; I’ve always believed in the mystical and magical journey through life, but after such pain, I need a tangible answer. I used to be able to heal myself from my depression. I learned how to use my body to ward it off, with vigorous runs, enlightened yoga, and techno-electric-charged race walks. Only, now I can’t do any of that. And without that, my mind is not getting enough juice, and my creative soul, the one that carries the nervous depression and adrenaline out of me, is utterly blocked.

It was the same when I painted. I want to paint again, but that, too, is locked within my ailing body. I need to dance while I move the paintbrush, or simply feel the energy flowing throughout my body onto the canvas. I studied ballet for thirteen years. The mirrors, the leotards, all of it had an impact on my self-esteem. I had to stop in my last year of high school. I thought I’d never find anything as fulfilling. When I began to paint I was relieved. I was able to merge these two passions. Music or silence set the backdrop as I moved my body to the rhythm of my strokes, to the colors I saw and heard, and to the composition I was creating. I was using a freestyle improvisation. My gestures, my actions, and my inspiration came most deeply from my pelvis, deeply from my core. But now thinking about painting depresses me because I no longer have the energy to get downtown to my studio, let alone paint. Some osteopath actually said that I had no chi.

It’s these painful twitches, though…they’re absolutely maddening—and in the most demoralizing place. Of course the twitches are not in my eye, not in my shoulder, but in my asshole. And they just keep on pulsing and breathing constantly. It’s quite the symphony, with a wonderful crescendo. Great large and climactic twitches fizzle into small fluttering twitches that keep me gripping my thighs for hours. It’s like there is a huge monster grabbing me between my legs. I’ve been telling the doctors that I think this actually all began in my stomach, that it’s gotta be a digestive problem. After I eat, even the tiniest of meals, a sucking candy or a rice cake, for God’s sake, my stomach begins to fill up with air. I begin to choke and the food just doesn’t want to go down. It stays lodged in my chest and flows back up into my throat. Then, every sensation, especially an overwhelming sense of muscle weakness, becomes pronounced.

Ugh, and taking a shit (vulgar no matter how you put it) is like giving birth, with the baby’s head getting stuck for hours. I even have to stand and massage my stomach as I go, just to make things move. But then the sensation is always there, singing its lullaby or rock music all freakin’ day long. Me and my twitch.

I can’t exercise at all, can’t even walk comfortably. The other day I taped myself up to see if it would help me run. I thought it might make my buttocks feel stronger and help me forget the twitch a little if my cheeks were pushed tighter together. I wrapped a large piece of masking tape around my cheeks as if it were a belt that kept them squeezed together, and I ran. God, how I need to sweat and pant. But I had to keep stopping to redo the tape because it wouldn’t stay stuck to my sweats. Then I just gave up because it also made my hamstrings burn and ache. I had to limp from the reservoir in Central Park to Fifth Avenue to hail a cab. I was afraid I was going to have to ask my doorman to carry me upstairs to my apartment.

All year I’ve begged my internist, Dr. W (for Dr. Worthless), to make this stop, to find the cause. It has taken him months to take me seriously. When I first went to see him last summer, he reasoned that I was too young to be put through a series of medical tests, and he attributed my discomfort to stress. So I carried on with my life, trying to move through the days like a machine. I painted at my studio, worked at a nonprofit art organization, and scouted for beautiful/eccentric homes for a well-known design magazine. Okay, maybe it’ll go away, maybe it’s nerves, I thought.

The problem, though, was that I was depressed and tired all the time, and then the physical symptoms became worse. It was getting harder and harder to leave the house. I would wake up, attempt to go to the bathroom, and then the twitch would just take over. Forget the studio. Forget work. Forget seeing friends. Forget everything.

I would panic most mornings and rush up to 87th Street and Park and sit and wait in Dr. W’s office, sometimes for hours, to see him. As I sat there holding my breath and clenching my legs together to stop the twitch, I’d rummage through the pile of magazines, flipping through all the fashion ads. Oh, there’s Uncle Ralph with his two dogs in a Purple Label ad. Whadda ya know, there he is again. Not his face but a Ralph Lauren fragrance ad with a young beautiful couple wrapped in velvet and in love. The good life, huh?…things to aspire to. Reminding me of everything I hated, everything I loved, everything I wished I could be…but that was then. Look at me now. By the time Dr. W called me into his office, I had finished skimming the magazines from the late eighties, with Paulina and Christie Brinkley splashed all over them, and gotten through the nineties, with enough of Crawford, Turlington, and the fashion world up my nose.

Dr. W aggravates the living shit out of me. He listens, takes notes, and then speaks to me in his calm, methodical, and patronizing style. He has been my parents’ internist forever, and they have great confidence in him. Six years earlier, when my father suffered a subarachnoid hemorrhage and was lying in bed in severe pain during recovery, it was Dr. W who found the phlebitis in his lung and leg that could have killed him. My dad was rushed into surgery on Thanksgiving Day as I shoved hospital cafeteria turkey and cranberry sauce into my mouth. I know I owe him a lot for saving my dad’s life, but my confidence in him helping me is fading. He has never been able to provide relief. Everything is always fine; he says my blood is good and I don’t have hemorrhoids. He suggested I watch my diet, give up acidic and gassy sugar-free foods, and come back if I didn’t feel better. How come he can’t make it stop? He’s a doctor for goodness’ sake!

After six months of this, Dr. W starts to shift his position ever so slightly. He gives me a sigmoidoscopy, a test where they shove a scope up the lower part of the colon to take a picture of what’s going on inside and they look for tumors or obstructions. It shows nothing, so he sends me to other gastroenterologists. Dr. D is a specialist who is known for a unique device he uses. It can measure the fluttering and spasms of my rectum. I’ve now visited him and his device five times. I have a ritual: I wait on the corner of Central Park West drinking coffee and watching the gorgeous guys go Rollerblading into the park. When the spasms get really intense, I rush to his office so he can stick this thing in my butt and see what I’m talking about. Each time he has said, “Well, they certainly exist, but I’m not sure why.”

Dr. W finally gives me an esophagoscopy, which shows that I have an irritated esophagus and stomach lining (they call it a hiatal hernia), a symptom common to bulimics. But that only explains some of my discomfort, like the choking sensation and the acid reflux, and not the twitch or the overall muscle malaise. W’s diagnosis doesn’t stop me from continuing to vomit a few times a week even now. Sometimes I convince myself that purging will stop the twitching. As if I could only just vomit up the alien between my legs everything would be fine. Then, two months ago, he gave me two colonoscopies (these evaluate the entire colon) as well as a barium series (X-rays taken after digesting radioactive dye). Took him long enough. The barium series showed that I have a dilated small intestine, which is evidence that something else must be going on. But Dr. W can’t figure out what it’s from. All year he prescribed various medications…Propulsid, Levbid, Prilosec…so many meds I can’t keep track, but they’ve warped my body even more. Now I have glycerin suppositories to stick up my ass to calm the spasms, and I use them frequently, praying they’ll do something, but they don’t. Even with these medications, I can feel the limpness in the lower half of my body, my tummy drooping, my thighs turning to mush. I can barely stand up. How can this not be some major disease?

I have questioned everything. Is this PMS, hormonal? I went to see an endocrinologist, who said that some of my fatigue and symptoms might be because I have low estrogen levels. She suggested I go on hormone-replacement pills. No way. I didn’t believe this was the problem. Anybody with a continuous twitch in the ass would get exhausted. That in itself probably caused these severely depressed hormones. Then my kinesiologist said my adrenal glands were definitely shot from all the pain. So last year I tried to address the hormone issue and took progesterone to bring on my period, but I got even more whacked. I just sat in the studio for hours staring at my blank canvases.

Two months ago I went to an acupuncturist, who also suggested that my sensations might be because I never get my period. Needles were placed all over my body. I tried to do what he suggested, to focus my energy on my pelvis “smiling.” I was so tense that I couldn’t even enjoy this narcissistic candlelit ritual. It didn’t work. I loved him, though. I mean, at least he heard me. He thought it was my spleen or liver and had me taking about twenty-four herbs a day for a month. Trust me, any bit of Jenny that was left has been washed away with those strange, crazy herbs. Since then, my eyes and the lower part of my cranium have been twitching too, and I feel spacey all the time.

My other daily ritual is hauling myself up to Barnes & Noble to read up on my symptoms. I’ve read about cancer, connective tissue disease, the candida yeast syndrome. I’ve checked for parasites and have had five tests for Lyme disease. At one point I even believed the mercury of my fillings could have been the cause. As I sit in the bookstore I wonder who else has come in that day to solve their own puzzle, who else is forced to diagnose themselves, who else is as desperate as I am for relief.

Eastern, western medicine…who the hell knows anymore. I’ve been to chiropractors, kinesiologists, massage therapists, along with doctors with Harvard MDs on the wall…those arrogant fucks who just take notes and stare at me like I’m nuts. Meanwhile, I keep bingeing on chocolate. I’m like the person with lung cancer who keeps on smoking.







2. Modeling



I always wanted to be a star. The problem is, I wanted to be recognized for everything I ever did: the way I looked, my paintings, my dancing, my outfits, my humor, my sensitivity. It was a real pain in the ass to have to carry that load. Especially with the demons that made me crawl into my bed every fifth or sixth day of the week and close the blinds to the world.

My father has been head of Men’s Design at Polo Ralph Lauren since 1973. He is also Ralph’s older brother. I remember when I first modeled for Uncle Ralph, in this tiny showroom crowded with chairs surrounding a narrow runway aisle. It was an intimate gathering for the first little girls’ fashion line. There were about forty people there, all watching, staring, and taking notes. I was seven years old, pouty and seductive. I came out from behind the mock dressing room, a small office where about six of us girls were being dressed in outfits hanging from a rack. I wore gray flannel Bermudas, a purple Shetland sweater, with the beautiful white lace collar of a blouse lighting up my face, and I walked with my hands in my pockets feeling really natural. They had swept part of my long black hair up softly with a barrette, so I would resemble Diane Lane as the young American girl living in Paris in A Little Romance, the perfect little girl. Sweet and feminine but aloof, innocent but cultured, irresistible but unapproachable, and very, very dramatic.

It was around then that my father told me that Uncle Ralph thought I was the most beautiful creature he’d ever laid eyes on. I cannot blame anyone for my own destruction, but those words were intoxicating. I craved the admiration; it felt like a prize. Now sometimes I mourn for that time, when the concept of beauty was less complicated, when I didn’t have to work so hard for it. Later, as my weight went up through the years, I’d be embarrassed to see my uncle, to let him down, as if there were shame in the fact that I was no longer that “beautiful little creature” he once gazed at in awe. It was hard enough seeing my own father’s look of approval and judgment.

In my senior year at college, I used to meet my parents for Sunday dinner at our favorite Italian place on Lexington Avenue. All day I’d look forward to that meal because it was the only time I felt comfortable eating. It was as if being with my parents at dinner gave me permission to enjoy a good solid meal. By the time I arrived I would be starving and cranky after working out all day. My father would immediately comment on how beautiful I was, how chiseled my face looked, or how great my jacket fit me, and I would grit my teeth. I remained silent as my father took in the rest of the room and nodded hellos to the families we knew. My mother would order her white wine immediately. I’d sit there wondering why I had even bothered joining them. Beautiful? Dad, you think I look beautiful? Chiseled? Do you know how hard I need to work for this? Do you really know how hard? I felt the grief and loneliness from the previous week welling up and realized that it was about to start all over again the following morning. The whole thing: getting my runs in every cold fucking morning in Central Park, then fitting in the calisthenics before I showered and left to go all the way uptown to 116th Street and Broadway for classes. Then missing my first class. Then roaming the college cafeteria looking for something without oil to eat. Then being hungry the whole rest of the day while I sat through my other classes. Then rushing to a power yoga class down on 18th Street, where I felt like I would pass out during a sun salutation. Then arriving home late and having to research and write a whole paper that I had, of course, left for the last minute. And then the vomiting. You think I look beautiful, Dad? Great. Thanks. But for what, Dad? What really is it all for? So I can still live alone in my head? Alone with my neurosis? My fear? I’m so fucking tired, Daddy. So tired.

Then, after my mother and I had finished our chopped salads without any dressing and my father had polished off his baked clams, we would all relax a little until our entrée was served. My mother filled me in about my brothers, my grandmother. I finally had some nutrients going to my brain, and my mother had become more chatty as she continued on to her second glass of white wine. My father would say how cozy and happy he was to have his two girls with him. Hearing him say that always made me cry. I can’t count how many times I cried in front of those Italian waiters, the same ones who made me smile when I really was a little girl, when they sang “Happy Birthday” to me every year in their heavy Italian accents. By the time my mother and I had completed our dry filet of sole and my father was almost done sucking the marrow from his osso buco, I was on a roll, babbling and finding comfort in their being there to listen. And then I would let it all come out, all my insecurities, my loneliness, how tired I was, how the professor I was in love with wasn’t giving me any attention, how I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do with my life. I told them that most of my friends were moving to Los Angeles to try the acting thing. Not just acting for acting’s sake, but to become movie stars. Part of me clearly understood that drive. What exactly did we learn in college? With all the time I spent working out to stay looking fit and pretty, I sometimes just didn’t see the point if I wasn’t going to use it. I asked my parents if they thought I ought to try acting. Or modeling again. I still recall the relief I felt when my father said in response, “You can be a beautiful painter, you know, or a beautiful writer. You don’t have to be a model or an actress to feel worthy. More power to you for being beautiful, smart, and talented.” And for a moment or two I really did feel better as he acknowledged my painting and my mind. But then I remembered the huge smile that came to his face when he watched me walk into the restaurant and told me how beautiful and chiseled I looked.

 

I made my second trip down the fashion runway in a purple velvet dress with a gold satin braided cord tied around my waist, wearing tiny ballet slippers and my hair hanging loose. It was exciting having all those faces smiling at me. The hushes. The whispers of “Look, there’s Jerry’s daughter, isn’t she precious.” I pretended not to notice, staying focused, doing the job, trying to fit the image of the clothes. Although I was shy, it wasn’t hard for me to prance down that aisle. I had seen the older models do it before. I knew how to saunter, turn, and then flash my eyes and my smile at the audience. But in my gut, I felt uncomfortable with people staring at me. What do they see? Why are they making such a big deal about me?

I was at war with the focus on my looks. As a young child I think I knew that physical beauty was fleeting. Although I was excited by people telling me that I was striking or pretty or had the most beautiful blue eyes, I also felt uneasy. When I looked in the mirror, anxiety would overtake me. I just couldn’t keep it up. I was going to lose it. The turning of heads and the constant attention for my looks seemed to outweigh anything else I was truly about. I started to feel uncomfortable and more self-conscious. What are you looking at? Jesus…leave me alone. I took no credit for having a pretty face or light blue eyes. It was all from my parents’ DNA and a mere genetic roll of the dice. I hadn’t earned the compliments. But I developed a love/hate relationship with all the intrigue. I wanted to be admired. I needed validation. After all, maybe I was special. Laura Ashley called my mother later that year and asked if I could do some modeling for them. Before the Ralph Lauren little girls’ line came out, my mother had taken me to Laura Ashley to find dresses. I’d stare up at the huge photos in their store of girls dressed in white, running in fields with flowers or standing by the water in navy blue sailor outfits. Maybe I could be up there. I wanted to do it. My mother agreed.

It seemed even more natural to stare at a camera and pose. But I became upset when they dressed me in sweet “babyish” outfits. The other girl they used, four years older than I, wore a bikini. I already knew that showing flesh was sexy. And at seven years old, I wanted to be sexy. Still, I did the job, and I’ll always be pleased to have those pictures. They capture an innocence I don’t really remember: one of me real playful in a blue-and-white dress and long braids, holding the Madame Alexander doll Jo from Little Women; and another with me all regal in the most exquisite white-lace high-collared dress, standing beside my then idol, Clotilde, the famous Ralph Lauren model. Many times I’ve wondered who that little girl was…and where she has gone.

Then there were the times we let the photographer who lived in my building take photos of me roller-skating in Central Park, and in my home wearing only a black leotard, eating peaches. The photographer was a gregarious guy who seemed very taken with my looks. He oohed and aahed at every face I made. My mother let me go up to his apartment alone once, so he could take photos of just my hands for his portfolio. He said I was elegant, a photographer’s dream. I really didn’t mind him taking all those photos. It was for the sake of his art and his career. I look at those pictures now, and I can’t believe how erotic they are; it’s frightening to me. Little Lolita. Sometimes I wonder if the guy was a pervert, but he never once made me feel awkward. Anyhow, since my parents allowed him to photograph me, I wasn’t ever scared. I felt like a professional. I had this image then that when I was older I’d be a model, tall, slim, with my dark hair falling loosely to my waist, and I’d drive a red convertible.

But more than the modeling, I wanted to dance, to be a graceful ballerina. I studied ballet and modern dance at the Harkness Ballet School three times a week. My two older brothers and I put on dance performances for my parents in our small living room. My brother Greg used a soap microphone from the shower to present me, and my other brother, Brad, chose the music. I would twirl and do splits to Donna Summer’s “Hot Stuff.” Then I’d move slowly and sensually to Streisand and Diamond’s “You Don’t Bring Me Flowers.” I wanted to cry when I heard the music, and I danced as if I were releasing some great pain that lived inside me. My parents would stare at me with wonder. The more they seemed captivated by me, the more I wanted to move, sway, and leap. Afterward they’d say, “Jenny, you’re so graceful. You have such a gift. You’re just so beautiful to watch.”

Only, as I studied dance through the years, I wasn’t growing any taller, while my quads kept getting bigger and bigger. I hate these bulging thighs. None of the models or other dancers look like this. They’re straight and sleek. Bony and lanky. I’m not going to be pretty anymore.

The first time I tried to starve myself was at ballet camp, when I was ten. For a few years following that summer I ate normally; but after ballet camp there was never again a time when I was comfortable with my body image. When I was fourteen, I started starving myself in earnest. I learned early on that images of thinness, especially a certain kind of thinness, were tied to notions of beauty. The importance of beauty was always in my face—from the next season of Ralph Lauren ads that lay in piles at home to the fashion shows we attended in spring and fall. The gorgeous models, clothing, and the adrenaline that pumped through the audience, left a powerful imprint on my young, fragile mind.

At fifteen, after a year of starving, I stood five feet four inches and weighed eighty-five pounds. I hadn’t really planned to try modeling again, but everyone I knew, and even strangers, would come up to me asking if I did. “Why aren’t you in your family’s ads?” I fell for it. I went to the Katie Ford model agency wearing a faded forest green Fruit of the Loom T-shirt, ripped jeans, high brown Ralph Lauren boots, my hair hanging loose, and no makeup, feeling pretty damn cool. I stalled on the corner outside before I went in, chewing four Double Bubbles just to get a little energy. The woman who interviewed me was really nice, but then, as if it were just another question, she asked me if I had an eating disorder. She said they didn’t like to hire girls with this problem. Are you kidding? I’m finally skinny. Just like the rest of the models. Give me a break. I can’t win. She also told me I was a bit too short for her agency. She recommended that I try some commercial acting, and look for some jobs where they wanted dancers.

I found a commercial agent who suggested I dress more ladylike. What did she know? It wasn’t as if I was Miss America. Still, she had me read some lines. She pronounced me a natural and gave me some tapes to take home for practice.

A few days later, she called me to go on an audition. I was very surprised. They wanted someone real boppy and young looking. She said, “So wear your hair in a ponytail and look real cute.” As I pulled my hair up high into a rubber band, I was seized with anxiety. Do my ripped jeans and Indian suede jacket work? What should I wear then? I might as well just forget about it. I called my father and he said to go, take a shot at it, but after racing back and forth around the apartment attempting to find the perfect outfit, I chickened out. I didn’t want to have to sell myself, be a product, or pretend I was something I was not. I am not boppy looking…I am sophisticated. The truth is I was too goddamn hungry and weak to deal with it.

A few months later I made myself vomit for the first time. It didn’t take long to become a full-fledged bulimic. And although most girls become thinner or remain the same weight when they add vomiting to their repertoire, that’s not what happened with me. I gained a lot of weight, my face was always swollen, my eyes were bloodshot, and those pretty days were over for a long time.







3. Just Do It



It’s April 1997, and after eleven months of suffering, I’m now in some comatose state, spending my days in a tortured trance, living in total isolation. I don’t want to see anybody. I’m embarrassed that people might think I’m in my depressed, eating-again, fat mode. This is grandiose and paranoid of me, yes, but even my neighbors have always commented on my weight. “Gosh, you’re half the size you used to be.” I’m really glad you thought the Lauren girl was such a hippo. And when I’ve put the weight back on, they never fail to comment too. “Um…uh, you look, uh, different.” Why say anything at all? I know that these people have watched me grow up in this building, seen me in all different shapes and sizes. I know that I show my emotions through the size of my body, and that the constant fluctuation of my weight makes me a target for curiosity. I know that I should let it bounce off me, but has anyone heard of a thing called tact?

So at this point, I don’t want to see anyone or, rather, don’t want anyone to see me. The other day, one of my neighbors called my parents to ask if they knew what kind of a state I was in, that they hear me crying and that I look sick. My parents keep telling me to get it together, I’m scaring people. They think I’m “a little off.” No shit.

Even I have to wonder if this is all a crock, a cliché type of hypochondria. Am I fixated on my bodily sensations and functions because I’m finally, you know, completely off my rocker? There is no doubt that this is possible, that finally the madness of this eating disorder, my sadness, my anxiety, my craving to be loved has manifested itself in these awful physical symptoms. Perhaps this twitch in my butt is because I’m so utterly depressed. Sure. It’s possible. A twenty-four-year-old female trying to leave the nest, be mature, paint so-called masterpieces, have a relationship with a man that isn’t just in her head, leave her wildly overprotective parents. Yes, it’s a hard time. Yeah, maybe I’m panicking. Maybe it is what that asshole neurologist said: somatization.

 

It’s last fall, and Dr. F (I’ll call him Dr. F for Dr. Fuckhead) has just finished one of his fabulous rectal exams. I am finally reclothed, with my ass no longer bare, and I am sitting up on the examining table waiting for his comments, perhaps a possible explanation for my twitch.

Dr. F inquires, “Are you sure these twitches are not little orgasms?”

It is very hard for me to believe he is world-renowned.

Dr. F prescribes Depakote, a medication most often given to epileptics, in case these are little seizures in my butt. After a few days, my face blows up and I am feeling relatively awful. He’s not winning points.

At the end of the second unsuccessful visit, Dr. F says, “I really don’t know what these are,” and then asks, “How’s your mental state these days, my love.” Well, Doc, I’d really like to kill you. He gives me Xanax.

Over the next few months, I’m still complaining, so my parents suggest that I go see Dr. F yet again. Doctors do know best, Jenny darling, and after all, he is the best, honey.

Dr. F takes some tests for MS, Parkinson’s, Lou Gehrig’s, all the major diseases. There is a strange result in my peroneal ser test, and one of the nerves in my leg is showing a delayed response, so he finally takes me seriously and asks me to come back to see him.

On the fourth visit, the test is repeated and Dr. F announces that it was just a fluke. “There really is nothing wrong with you,” he says. “Wish I could find something for you, but I can’t. Listen, kiddo, I think you should find a good shrink.”

 

The doctors, my parents, they all have got to be kidding. What an insult. First of all, I’ve been seeing shrinks since I was ten. I changed therapists last year, and I now go kvetch to a nice old guy on 84th and Madison who has no clue. Why can’t anyone of them understand that I am an athlete, a dancer? Can’t they see that someone who is literally obsessed with her body, and has been for years, knows if something is wrong inside her? My father always said that I had major antennae, that nothing could get past me. So Daddy, why can’t you trust me now?

Is it my mental phobia about eating that has caused this? Have my anorexic fears—the ones that caused me to shake my legs purposefully after a meal to burn calories, the ones that couldn’t allow me to think straight after I ate, the ones that forced me to run six to ten miles a day and extra if I had binged, the ones that would lead me to devour thousands of calories and then ingest poisonous ipecac—caused this? Have the constant fears of feeling full and of growing fat come to life? The extended stomach, the saddlebags, and an inability to exercise…have my worst nightmares come true? My phobias have caused my phobias to come alive. And that is why I wonder if I am going insane.

 

A few months later my mom, dad, and I sit in the surgeon’s office staring at a set of X-rays that show my small intestines resting in the middle of my rectum and vagina. Yes, that’s right, my small intestines are sitting in the space between my rectum and vagina. They are dumbfounded. My dad, who has finally been able to take a break from work and is dressed in an impeccable tweed suit, laughs and says, “Jesus Christ. She’s not crazy. It’s like everything she described from day one was true. We’re lucky to finally find it.” For a whole year I’d been telling everyone there was a monster living between my legs, breathing, pulsating and alive. I sit there in the surgeon’s office barely able to think from my rectum twitching, having eaten nothing all day for fear the monster would really come alive, and I think, Fuck you, Dad. Fuck you all. So I say to the surgeon, “Can you do it now? Can you do the surgery on me right now?” Okay, on with the show…knew it…want my life back…now!

He says, “It’s a four-hour procedure, Jenny. We have to arrange it, maybe within the month.”

So close, but oh so far. I’m thinking I can’t make it. I just can’t take it. It’s like trying to hold in pee when you know you have ten more miles to go until the next rest stop.

The surgeon then explains that he will have to do the procedure through my abdomen. Otherwise, it would be easy to mess up. The surgery is extremely complicated.

And I ask, “So, um, there’ll be a big scar?”

He nods sadly, “Yeah, pretty large,” and I wince, thinking there go bikinis.

My dad consoles me, “Jenny, scars are sexy.” Sadly enough, I’m a bit relieved by my father’s great insight.

The surgeon is supposedly an expert in the colon/rectal field. He shows us an article written by a woman he helped, called “The Painful Silence.” She credits him with saving her after many screwed-up surgeries because she was incorrectly cut while giving birth. She had been leaking feces for months and didn’t want to tell anyone. The surgeon then reveals to me that women are never taken seriously for this kind of problem and are often sent to the loony bin instead because no one understands their weird symptoms. No, really?

I ask the surgeon if I have caused this.

He says, “Well, you may have had a congenital weakness,” then hesitates and says softly, “but it’s more likely a result of the straining from your eating disorder.”

Just for curiosity’s sake, I ask the surgeon what happens if I don’t have the surgery. He raises his eyebrows and says, “You will probably become incontinent.”

I am aghast. I can’t even look at my parents. I laugh to myself matter-of-factly. So, Jenny, this is your fate.







4. The Pact



I was ten years old the first time I made a pact with myself to starve. I was at ballet camp in the Berkshires, staring at myself in the mirror of the dance studio. As I pointed my toe, an intensely lonely feeling traveled up my leg into the pit of my stomach. I thought of my mother. I longed for her. I missed her blond hair and the way it caressed my cheek as she hugged me. I missed the smell of her freshly cleaned skin. I missed hearing her whisper in my ear, “I love you, Monkey Face,” as she cupped my chin in her palm. In that same minute I vowed to myself: I’m not going to eat at all this summer.

That past spring I had started to watch my weight. I would stare down at my thighs when they were tucked under my school desk and cringe because I was uncomfortable with how far they spread across the seat. I would sit there in the fourth grade at the Dalton School and try to read while concentrating on trying to keep my legs moving, and fixating on a position that might make them look less big.

After school I would rush off to catch the 79th Street crosstown bus that would take me to my ballet class. I wouldn’t linger with my friends. I didn’t want to share in an after-school feast of Doritos and candy bars. I decided that I would eat “well” like my mother. Which meant that I would eat my meals only, nothing in between, and skip the bread. My mother was always trying to do this.

In addition to taking four afternoons of ballet, on the weekends I started attending aerobics classes with my mother. I would take back-to-back classes, just like she did. I liked the feeling of dancing and hopping to the music. I liked the adrenaline pumping through me. I always had to be in the front line, right there in sync with the instructor’s intensity. Later in the dressing room, we’d be half naked and my mom’s friends would come up to my mother, look at me, and say, “Your daughter moves so well. I just follow her.” I felt pressure at every class to be up there leading the troops. I knew I was being watched.

Afterward my mom and I would refuel ourselves with huge bran muffins. We deserved them. We’d sit and discuss which aerobics teachers we preferred and plan which classes to take on Sunday morning, if Dad didn’t mind us going. He’d usually let us, because he knew my mother needed it to feel good the rest of the day. Some days we’d also shop at Capezio for bright leotards and fluffy leg warmers. I couldn’t wait for the next class, where I’d display my new purchase.

That spring I watched an after-school television drama called The Best Little Girl in the World, where a young teenage girl starves herself. I’d never heard of such a thing. Is that possible? Can a person really not eat? Wow. Maybe if I didn’t eat, my thighs wouldn’t be so big. Maybe I would look as skinny as all the girls in my ballet class…. Maybe like the models too. Hmm. Only it wasn’t the girl’s body that appealed to me so much. There was a drama to it all that captivated me. There was a scene where she steals diet pills in a pharmacy and then passes out. I was intrigued.

Every day at camp I focused on going to all the activities that were offered in addition to ballet class: gymnastics, aerobics, hiking. I hated going to the dining room in between. My friends and the staff would urge me to eat, maybe a little cottage cheese, maybe a little fruit, and at times I had to take a few bites to get them off my back, but I didn’t even want the food to touch my lips. I liked the gnawing pangs in my ribs because it made me feel strong. It was a signal of success. I watched all the girls rush to the dining room after a full day of dancing to take gigantic bites of juicy hamburgers soaked in ketchup and eat greasy fry after greasy fry. Not eating made me feel superior. Even on the very first day of camp I was ecstatic in the nurse’s office during my medical checkup because I weighed less than my friend K.T., a redhead from the School of American Ballet who was ahead of me in line. When she and C.B., a very petite dark-haired girl who had performed in the Nut-cracker at Lincoln Center and seemed half my size, and I were picked to do a dance together, I vowed to be thinnest of all by visiting day, when we would present it.

Following my rules and holding true to my pact also helped distract me from missing my mother. Daily I would find some quiet place outside on the green lawn or under a huge veranda to sit and write a letter home describing everything to my parents. I couldn’t skip a day. I was afraid my parents would feel bad if I did. I covered the letters with drawings and hearts and “I love you” and “miss you” all over. I wrote about my activities, the trip to Saratoga and to a Lena Horne concert, and about all the books I was reading in my free time. I wrote about how much I missed their beautiful faces. How I missed my two older brothers too. I asked them if next summer we could all stay together and rent a house in the Hamptons. I never told them I wasn’t eating. I wrote only to my brother Greg at his tennis camp about my fear of food and of using toothpaste because it had calories. He sent me postcards back telling me I should eat because I needed the nutrients to grow healthy and strong.

At the beginning of camp I was well liked. I initiated the pillow fights. I giggled and leaped around like a jovial kid. Suddenly I turned quiet and stopped engaging. The second week there, K.T. called me an “anorexic snob.”

My bunk went to Friendly’s one night. I had anticipated the outing for days. Would I have to eat anything? What about all that ice cream? What if I ate it? Could I have a little? My bunk mates were giggling, screaming, and dancing all over the shop, excited as anything just about the silly ice cream. I felt left out. What was happening to me? Did everybody hate me now? I decided to order three scoops of Heath Bar Crunch ice cream just to show them that I was still cool. I could still be a fun girl. When it was served in front of my face, I became queasy. Was I really gonna eat all that? I brought a tiny spoonful to my lips. The sweet and creamy flavor melted in my mouth. I took another spoonful. And another. Another and another. I looked up and caught all the girls at my table staring. Some of them were cheering me on, “Yeah! Yeah! Jenny’s eating. Go, Jenny!” I stopped. I realized what I had done. My whole body began to shake and I started to panic. I started crying. My counselor took me outside to console me. I told her how much I missed my mother and begged her to let me call home. When we returned to campus, I wasn’t allowed to make that call. I swam one hundred laps in the pool.

A few days later the camp director began to sit me at my ballet teacher’s table during meals. She was blond and stunning and looked like Michelle Pfeiffer. She wore her hair in a bun and her neck was long and beautiful. I was totally intimidated by her. I’d watch her and what she ate. She’d dig into her breakfast. Three huge bagel halves with globs of cream cheese would be lined up on her plate with eggs, bacon, fruit, and a side of oatmeal. How can she be so thin and pretty and still eat that way? She smiled at me during the first few meals, but I quickly averted my eyes. She suggested in front of the rest of the girls that I eat a little something. At lunch one day she urged me to eat a slice of roast beef, just one, she begged. I just couldn’t, wouldn’t. The more people focused their attention on my not eating, the more stubborn I became. A few days later, at dinner, my ballet teacher began to cry. Then she sobbed hard and loud. She removed herself from the table. What’s going on here? This is too weird. Why is my ballet teacher crying?

That night after the meal she came to see me in my bunk. I couldn’t believe she came to see me. I felt awful that I made her cry. She put her arm around my shoulder as we sat on my bed and she told me that it was a horrible thing not to eat. She said that she had had this problem when she was younger and it was very dangerous. She told me she had performed for the American Ballet Theatre (Wow! That’s Baryshnikov’s company!) but was forced to stop performing. She said it wasn’t worth the pain. She said I had too much talent to waste and that I wasn’t dancing with the same energy I once had. After that, she never mentioned my eating again.

But a few weeks later, the director rushed into my ballet class, pulled me from the bar during our grand pliés, and dragged me across the wooden floor of the studio into the corner. Beethoven stopped abruptly, and the only sound was my shrieking. She said, “You’re losing too much weight.” Then she manually forced my mouth open and poured pineapple juice down my throat while the rest of the little girls dressed in pink stared at me in horror. I kicked, screamed, and spit the liquid in her face and ran all the way across campus and hid myself behind a tree.

When I was retrieved by my counselor, I was informed that my parents had been called and that they were driving up the next day to take me home. I lay awake under my covers the whole night, imagining the warm safe feeling of being held by my mother.

 

It started with a banana, and then some ice cream at the end of the four-hour ride home from ballet camp, and just like that, I was eating again. In the car I told my parents I wanted a Pralines and Cream cone. My dad raced over the 65 mph speed limit to get his starving ten-year-old daughter to the Swenson’s Ice Cream shop right down the block from our apartment. My dad had been deeply affected by my not eating that summer. When my parents had greeted me, he stared at me with a look of shock, then took my mother’s arm and looked away as he broke down crying. I had never seen my father or any grown man cry before that. He says I was emaciated, but I can’t remember what I looked like. We took no pictures that summer. As I licked my ice cream cone, my parents watched me gleefully. The following day, after a good night’s rest, I said I was in the mood for a veal chop at Ginos, our Italian place. We went for lunch and I devoured the large piece of meat down to the bone. Somehow being with my parents made me feel safe again. It was as if they gave me permission to eat.

For the rest of the summer, dancing and physical activity were banished from my schedule by my pediatrician. My parents took me to the bookstore and chatted patiently with a salesperson while I took my time reading the back flap of every novel in the young adult section. I must have flung at least twenty books into the basket to buy. My parents had no qualms with this obsession of mine; it was obviously much healthier than exercising all day. I would go home and lie in one of my brother’s bunk beds and read. I always stayed in my brothers’ room when they were away because it was bigger and I could shut the door. My room was a measly closetlike area that had been carved out of our living room when I was born. There was just enough space for my desk with its overhead bookshelves and a narrow bed that was lined with pillows and dolls. I was claustrophobic in there, and I had no privacy because my doors were only flimsy shutters. My room was next to the tiny kitchen, where my mom usually stood preparing meals, cleaning up, or talking on the phone. When the boys were home there was around-the-clock traffic in and out of that kitchen, and a TV was always on in the living room. There was constant noise. I also shared a bathroom with the boys, and half the time I sat on the toilet while one of them was showering or brushing his teeth. I took advantage of their room when they were gone, and made myself quite at home.

I was incessantly hungry and obsessed with thoughts of what great meal my mother might be making next, her delicious warm tuna casserole with the big shells, or maybe her London broil, which I would soak in lots of ketchup. At the end of lunch, I would ask my mother what was for dinner and count the hours until it would be served. I figured I could finish the last few hundred pages of my novel, start the next one, and then the meal would be ready. The books were markers for my meals, and they gave me a sense of structure, otherwise I would go crazy dreaming about food.

But it was not that simple. After a few days of so-called normal eating, I panicked. I could tell I was putting weight back on, and started feeling scared and lazy. I just lay in my brothers’ bunk beds crying and ignoring my mother when she stated that dinner was ready. I ate a tomato one night, and that was it for seven days. I was forced to see my pediatrician once a week for a weigh-in. He said if I didn’t start eating I’d have to go to the hospital. He prescribed Sustacal pudding. My mother bought stacks of the chocolate-flavored kind, and I was supposed to eat one can every day in addition to meals. But I wouldn’t eat those things; they were too delicious.

My brothers came home from their individual camps and we went to the Hamptons for the month of August. My father traveled back and forth for work. Friday nights were a big deal. The boys and I would get excited to greet him at the station, where we’d throw pennies onto the track and wait for the train to come in and flatten them. Then we would all go out to dinner. With my brothers’ coming home, the new environment, and returning to more physical activity, like swimming and playing kickball with the boys, I began to eat again. It was mostly controlled, though, and I allowed myself no snacks in between. We’d go to Gosman Seafood House in Montauk and I would order a steak like my father did and finish the whole thing. Other times I would look at the plate placed before me and just cry, debating whether to eat or not. Many times the evening activity was about getting Jenny her one dessert, and I usually opted for a Häagen-Dazs strawberry ice cream cone from town. Because everyone was worried that I might starve myself again at any given moment, I almost always dictated my family’s meals, nights, and moods. I didn’t realize then how much I made my family walk on eggshells. It’s not so simple to say that I enjoyed the attention, or that I used it as a source of power. At least it definitely wasn’t a conscious thing. I mostly remember being consumed and plagued by the fear, the joy, and then the inevitable guilt from eating.

Some doctors say that I was the one who manifested my family’s dysfunction. That there is always one child who takes on the problems of the family. I didn’t yet know what my family’s dysfunction was, but I do know that my brothers were affected too. That summer, one of them was having intense nightmares and difficulty sleeping at night, and the other was feeling depressed. With my problem at the forefront, my therapist recommended that the whole family try therapy. We did family sessions, and then, in addition, my brothers went to see their own doctors. The brother with the nightmares was willing, but the other went reluctantly. My parents weren’t necessarily advocates of therapy, but they were the kind of parents who would do anything and everything for their kids. They wanted to make all our problems go away. And they always wanted to fix things fast. And they also put a lot of trust in authorities. Since therapy was recommended, that was the route they would take. From what I know, my brothers went to therapy only for a month or so, and their immediate issues were resolved quickly. I, on the other hand, remained in therapy for quite a while.







5. The Diagnosis



I’m panicking before I sit on the commode for this test called a defecogram. If this doesn’t show something, then I will go to Santa Fe and find a spot in the desert and shoot myself in the head.

My mom gives me a hopeful smile as she leaves the room. The radiologist explains that I am to sit down on the commode and bear down as if I am going to make a bowel movement. A camera will take an X-ray of what happens as I do this. Even though he’s really handsome, I’m not even embarrassed—I’m too desperate. As I perform this exciting act, I begin to cry because it is so painful.

I yelp to the radiologist, “I can’t…I can’t…I can’t push. This is what I’m talking about.” I can’t push at all. For nearly six months I haven’t been able to make a bowel movement without standing and massaging my stomach.

He is in the other room looking at a television screen of me trying to take a shit, and he says, “Just try…okay, that’s it…okay…okay…WOW…Wow…uh-huh…uh…just a few more minutes while…I…wow…Jesus…all right.”

Did he find something? Please, God, please.

He comes out and I lunge at him. “Did you find something? Please tell me you did.”

He says, “I found something, all right, but we need to do a second part.”

“What…what”—if he thinks I can wait any longer now that I’m this close—“what is it?”

My mother comes in and he points to the indecipherable films. He explains to both of us that what I have is very rare.

Still gaping and shaking his head in awe, he says, “Everyone has a space under the perineum between the rectum and vagina about this size.” He uses both his hands and distances them from one another as if he is holding a small grape. Then he opens his hands to the width of a basketball and says, “This is the size of your space.”

Huh? My mother and I look at each other in confusion and then back at him.

He explains further, “It’s like somehow gravity has stretched this space. It’s like a muscle herniated and is causing an obstruction when you try to move your bowels.” I will find out later that it is a huge balloon-like thing called an enterocele, or cul-de-sac, that has stretched, fallen, and has been resting on my anal sphincter for God knows how long; maybe more than a year. Still, I don’t really get it.

He continues, “But I need to do another part of the test to find out more. You need to drink barium first.”

This nurse comes out with a cup the size of those jumbo Diet Cokes you get at the movies. Shit, if I drink that, how’s it gonna come out?

It turns out I have to drink six of these cups, and my mom curls her lips down and grips her jaws, a face she makes when she sees the three Sweet’N Lows my father and I empty into our coffee. I try to walk around the hallway for forty-five minutes to let the barium digest. Then I sit on the commode again and repeat trying to poop. It simulates what happens inside me after I eat a meal.

Back in the waiting room, I ask my mother if she noticed whether the radiologist had a wedding band. She laughs and says she thinks so. I’m not past dreaming. Girls will be girls even at the worst of times. I am feeling rather hyper about finding a possible diagnosis. So I keep walking in circles, kind of in a rhythmic prayer, or trance, letting this energetic hopefulness give me enough momentum to hold my doubled-over torso up and move forward. I debate whether to call my best friends Nikki and Stella, or wait until there is more info. During a few loops, I take a break to phone them and anxiously wait to hear their responses on the other end of the receiver, but neither one is home. I make a list in my head of all the people I am going to tell, all the people who might be curious to know I just may not have been bullshitting all year.

I keep walking and praying. It reminds me of the day I waited to see if I had made it into School of American Ballet, walking back and forth down the hallway after my audition with all the other little girls, hoping and wanting. It was a moment in time that I knew could impact my future immensely. It was a time, similar to this, that I was being judged by how my body performed.

The Great Commode…Starring J. Lauren…Academy Award winner for her magnificent toilet scene.

It’s hard to fathom the results of the next X-rays. They are so utterly bizarre. I am in shock when the radiologist explains to us what he thinks might be the case. Somehow, after digesting the barium, part of my bowel—well, my small intestine—has actually fallen into that space he was describing. It has literally sunk, and there it is, resting in the balloon-like sack. As it was trying to digest the barium (just as I have noticed with any piece of food), I began to feel the twitch. My small intestine is the monster!! Oh, my God!

This is how I understand it in laymen’s terms. My perineum, which is the space between my vagina and rectum, has overstretched (to the size of a basketball? Yikes…no wonder I had trouble walking sexily for a few years, especially in heels). And because this is the very area that helps support the pelvic floor, the laxity of the muscle and gravity probably caused my small intestine to drop, where it made itself quite at home on my anal sphincter, creating an obstruction and a bearing-down kind of sensation. This is a mind trip, especially if you think about how the body works not only physically, but also energetically and spiritually. It’s as if my very own root chakra has fallen apart. It’s like pulling out the foundation of a building…it can only collapse. I think about the connotations a lot. Perhaps I destroyed my very own foundation by not respecting my body, my temple. Or maybe it’s the other way around; my very root and sense of core has been so weak that I have been working most of my life to hold myself up, literally and metaphorically.

What is there to say to this diagnosis? Hurrah! Hurrah! Cool! Neato! I’m not stunned. I just remain silent, feeling relief, anger, happiness, fear, a bit of everything. I will just get it fixed. Hope it won’t be too painful. I’m sure it’s a piece of cake. I see a montage of Jenny all better, jogging around the reservoir, doing yoga poses, and painting a huge mural for some film festival like I did just a year ago. I see myself dressed in a black turtleneck, short black skirt, high black boots. I am a toned, slender, and sexy figure, back and better than ever, glowing with triumph.

My mom gets down to business immediately and inquires, “So what do we do, Doctor?”

The radiologist, my handsome savior, says that he is not the one to decide or really give an opinion, but that in the few cases he has seen like this, they sometimes do surgery; but in older women, where this is more common, they don’t necessarily do anything.

What? Do nothing? Are you kidding? I’ll die…no way…please…please help me…somebody, please! He says that he will get the films to my internist as soon as possible.

The montage of my future glory begins to fade, my great dream merges into a nightmare from which I can’t seem to wake. I imagine myself back at home, lying contorted and folded on my bed with legs clenching together to try to comfort the twitch up my ass, my hands tightly squeezing the rails of the black modern headboard of my bed, my eyes fluttering so I can barely focus, my neck spasming as if I have swallowed a frog. I try to fixate on the blank vanilla walls of my bedroom; I roll my head in the other direction toward the window and count and recount the windows of the gray skyscraper that faces me. I watch the television, wondering what it feels like to have an upright body, a clavicle. Where did all of these beautiful women on TV come from? Am I still a woman?

In my nightmare, an old man in a white coat with two devil’s horns appears by my side and says, “We cannot help you. Good luck.” I am weeping and smelling the stink of my fear, agitation, and loneliness. But now I have gray straggly hair, my body is mushy and atrophied, I have drool rolling out of my mouth, and my eyes are glazed over. And I’m on a cot in a padded white cell of a mental institution. Every so often I mutter, “My ass, my ass.” Day after day, night after night, minute to minute, second to second I try to bear it. Time is not a luxury. I’m not sure this is a dream. This may be my life.







6. Chocolate Chip

    Cookies



When I was fifteen, my father went on his yearly business trip to Europe for two full weeks. The evening before he was to return, my mom baked chocolate chip cookies for him. At midnight, after smelling them from my bedroom all night, I went into the kitchen, lifted up the tinfoil as quietly as I could, looked at the dreamy sweet treats, and tried to let myself taste one. But then I couldn’t stop. I just wanted to keep on eating. I ate until I was shaking from all the sugar and the nausea and the fear. I went into the living room and sat on the couch and found myself fifteen minutes later in a statue-like pose, panicked and petrified. What would these cookies do to my body? I was going to be fat again in the morning. And if not fat, I would no longer be underweight like everybody said I was. I had to vomit.

I knew I couldn’t use my bathroom because my mother would hear. So I took a large brown paper bag and a roll of toilet paper and snuck out of the apartment. I went into the stairwell at the other end of the hallway, hoping the sounds wouldn’t wake up my neighbors, and spent an hour trying to vomit into the paper bag. I wanted everything to come up, to make sure the calories wouldn’t invade my body. I needed to get the poison, the sugar out. I couldn’t get fat. I felt like such an idiot for giving in. I was so tired. So, so tired. I just wished I could go to sleep. But I was afraid Daddy would come home the next day and think I got fat. I knew I had to keep trying. Keep trying until I was free again. Nothing was coming up. I eventually gave up and sat on the fluorescent lime green cement stairwell and started sobbing quietly. I went back to the apartment, tucked myself way down under the covers at the bottom of my bed, curled up like a baby, and cried myself to sleep.

I couldn’t move the next day from all the sugar. I had a hangover from chocolate chip cookies. My mother kept telling me to get up for school, but I kept ignoring her and hid under the covers. I wanted to die. She started to get angry at me. I lay there as the tears kept rolling. I told her about the cookies. She was very surprised and asked why I didn’t go to her before I ate them. Uggh. That kind of question is annoying. Bulimic episodes involve a compulsion, a compulsion to binge and purge, and if I could stop and get myself to tell my mother or someone first, then it wouldn’t really be a compulsion, would it? And then I wouldn’t really have bulimia. And then everything would be dandy, but that’s not the point, Mom.

There was no way I was going to school that day. My mother stopped fighting me. Instead I put on lots of layers of sweats and went running in the park. I jogged slowly so that I would have enough stamina to run a long distance. I ran until my legs were numb and cold from sweat. After seventeen miles I stopped and just walked. It was like moving against a pool of lead. When I got home I had diarrhea from all the cookies and running, and I slept until seven at night. My dad came home that evening, and I heard my mother’s worried whispers to him when she greeted him at the door. He immediately came into my bedroom and made some remark about how upset he was to see me looking so pale. I looked in the mirror. I was pretty pale, almost as white as my bed linens. I loved the way I looked. I finally felt better about eating all those cookies.

After that week, I stopped going to school. All I did was exercise, starve, or binge. I was not functioning normally. It was time to say good-bye to the therapist who I had been seeing since I was ten, who treated me like her granddaughter. When my parents had sent me to her the month after I left ballet camp, I liked her instantly. When she gave me psychological testing, she would listen to me wide-eyed and eager whileI interpreted her Rorschach images. She told me I was extremely creative. I felt smart and, most of all, understood by her. For the first year, most afternoons we’d just play Connect Four and Battleship. She really was more of a playmate to me than a doctor. And through the years, she became another person for whom I lived to please. I would draw pictures for her in my spare time and bring her little gifts. The more she complimented me and seemed to like me, the more I wanted to impress her. Sometimes I even sensed that she was a lonely person, and I wanted to make her laugh.
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