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To all my GS sisters and brothers who show up
abstinent, against all odds, on a daily basis and work
to be good, contributing citizens of our planet.




Fear is a natural reaction to moving closer to the truth.


—Pema Chodron





Note to Reader


My primary aim in writing this book is to help people who are compulsive eaters and food addicts, like me.


In this book, I speak about my participation in a twelve-step program for men and women who are recovering from compulsive eating. This program, Greysheeters Anonymous, both saved and transformed my life.


Like Alcoholics Anonymous, this program follows “traditions” that guide the health and integrity of our fellowship. One of these traditions keeps us focused on our main aim: sharing the gift of our program with people who are suffering from food addiction, and who find their way to our program.


Another tradition prevents members from benefiting personally by affiliating themselves with their particular twelve-step program in the media. We don’t seek fame or prestige through our participation in our program. In order to follow this tradition to the letter, I could have either used a pseudonym or only my first name, or refrained from stating the name of the program I’m in.


Unlike Alcoholics Anonymous, however, our program is not well known, and has a name that does not make it easy for people to find us when they search for help for compulsive eating or food addiction. Additionally, without using my full name as the author of this book, I would face significant limitations in terms of making the existence of this book known to potential readers. For these reasons, I have chosen to include the name of the program, and to use my real name as well.


To honor the importance and the spirit of our traditions, I affirm that I have no interest in fame or prestige, and I do not represent Greysheeters Anonymous. This is simply my story, which is one among many such stories. I hope that men and women who are being hurt by their relationship with food will, in reading this story, learn that they have the option of benefiting from this life-saving program.


May all compulsive eaters and food addicts find their way to recovery.





Introduction


By age fifteen, I was already thirty pounds overweight. Not only was I fat, I was sullen, and miserable to be with, so much so that my mother threatened to leave me behind when our family moved to Geneva, Switzerland. My father, a professor of political science at Haverford College outside of Philadelphia, was taking his second sabbatical. While he was traveling, which turned out to be 90 percent of the time, my sister, Vicki, and I would live in an apartment with our mother.


A couple of months before we left for Geneva, my mother was sitting in the passenger seat of the family car showing me how the gear shift worked. I was eligible to get my driver’s license at sixteen in Pennsylvania and, probably against her better instincts, she’d agreed to teach me how to drive. Her tone and constant exasperation with my dark moods always set me off, and this moment was no exception. As we sat in the car, I screamed at her. I didn’t realize it at the time but my mother was as thin-skinned as I was. She reacted immediately. Her only weapon was an ultimatum: “Unless you shape up, we’re leaving you behind.”


In that moment there was nothing I would rather have than a year without my family. What I really wanted was for nothing to change—to stay in Haverford with my friends.


Like most of her ultimatums, this one didn’t hold weight. I went with my family to Geneva, which would only result in more resentment and more gathering proof of all the ways my mother didn’t love me. I was full of resentments, anger, and rage, but most of all loneliness. I didn’t know what was wrong with me and, like most teenagers, thought I was unique and no one could understand me or would ever try to.
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Since the apartment was not ready for us when we arrived, my parents found two rooms in a pension up the main street, Avenue de Chêne, that went into central Geneva. We were three blocks from the International School of Geneva, where Vicki and I were to attend classes.


During that first week in Geneva, we went out to a restaurant that was walking distance from the pension. The restaurant was family-style, a large single room, with straight-backed chairs and no tablecloths on the square tables. After seating us and taking our orders, the waiter brought breadsticks and plopped them on the middle of our table within easy reach of all of us. They were pencil-thin and arrived in a rust–colored glass. I scarfed them down, one by one. I was too busy eating to notice if anyone else wanted or ate any of them.


“Do you think you should be eating all of those?” my father asked me cautiously.


“Leave me alone!” I snapped back at him.


“I’m trying to be helpful.”


“I don’t want your help.”


I kept eating. It was taking forever for our main courses to come. I curled up inside myself and sank deeper and deeper into some dark place that I called my “real self,” an imagined self that no one could see but who was thin and loved by everyone. This place I went to in my mind was comforting because I was always right and they were always wrong. In that place, others were punished for not treating me kindly. There was a complete disconnect from that place and the real world, where I alienated everyone, scowling and feeling sorry for myself.
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Walking home to the pension that night, my parents argued over my behavior in the restaurant, but I can’t remember what was said. I hung back sullenly, provoking my mother even more. If you’d later asked me to describe the lake and my new surroundings, I couldn’t have. I was too deep in the Black Hole.


When we got back to the pension, my mother entered the room Vicki and I shared, exploding with frustration and powerlessness. I looked at her and screamed, “You hate me, I know you do!”


She yelled back, “You’re right, I do!”


“I knew it, I’ve always known it.”


Out of nowhere, my father’s open hand struck my face, causing my nose to bleed.


Vicki rushed between the three of us, yelling, “You’re killing her!”
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I have an eating disorder. I’m a binger. The episode that unfolded that night in Geneva is a classic incident in the life of a food addict and her family: sullenness, self-centeredness, self-pity at being fat, anger, blaming others, an inability to stop bingeing once certain substances entered my system. In this case, it ended with violence because everyone felt so helpless and powerless. Sometimes it ended with me stalking off, sometimes in bitter silence.


As a family, we never talked about the incident again, though I would pick at the scab and nurse that wound for decades. From isolated teenager, I grew into a lonely young woman. The negative incidents in my life grew worse. My behavior was unacceptable. I blamed my parents, but anyone was fair game. I treated life like a scoreboard. I tried to convince anyone who would listen just how horrible my parents were. I blamed everything that happened to me on what I’d determined to be my miserable childhood.


Being fat is assumed by most people to stem from a lack of willpower. I think the opposite is true. Fat people exert tremendous will to overcome the prejudices that are heaped on them. Like anyone who starts with a deficit, they have to be better at everything in order to compete in the world. They also have the will to find open stores at any time of the day or night to feed their cravings.


It wasn’t until the 1950s that alcoholism was finally accepted as a disease, mental and physical. You can find it in the psychology bible DSM-5. I am a food addict, and my disorder is just like alcoholism, but it wouldn’t show up in the DSM until 1994, and then only as a “non-specified eating disorder.”


In May 2013, Binge Eating Disorder (BED) made it into the DSM-5 as an actual eating disorder diagnosis.1 I am addicted to sugar, carbohydrates2, grains, and volume, which just means more and more of everything. From the time I was eleven or twelve, I always wanted to lose weight. By the time I was in my twenties and thirties and beyond, after years of yo-yoing, years of feeling that I was living in hell, years of the bingeing getting worse and worse, I just wanted to stop killing myself with food. I understood intuitively that my sickness had to do with what I was putting into my body, but I was so fixated on my weight that I couldn’t get past my desire to just be thin and normal like other people I knew, people who ate in moderation.


Throughout my life, I would use food as a solution to everything in an effort to nurture myself as I slid slowly into lonely, dark places where I lived in a complete fantasy world and I was the director of everything that happened to me. Only much later in life would I finally understand that certain foods were the problem. Then there was my attitude, which added to the problem. Tack on hopelessness, and no wonder I was whistling in the dark. In order to find the correct solution, one has to know what the real problem is.


When I was fifteen, in 1963, eating disorders were little understood. A number of books had been published about the dangers of sugar consumption, but what I was suffering from went far beyond that. Not only did I binge excessively, I also exhibited behaviors that are classic symptoms of food addiction: blaming everyone else for my misery, black-and-white thinking, living in anger and rage. I could barely tolerate someone disagreeing with me. If it was a family member, I exploded at them. What people said and what I heard were worlds apart. I was convinced that I was always being criticized. When people opened their mouths, I heard that I was a bad person. One time, after screaming at my mother, using words that weren’t allowed in our household, she marched into the bathroom and got soap to wash out my mouth. I thought I saw a razor blade in her hand and was convinced that she intended to cut me. I ran out of the house, terrified. The world I was living in as a young teenager was already far from reality.
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Saving Sara is a memoir of food addiction over six decades. It’s about my long journey looking for a solution to getting thin. For years, all I wanted was a magic pill that would both eradicate my problems and make me beautiful. What I learned is that there is no such thing. It takes hard work to stop disordered eating behavior. It’s easy to quit and give up on ourselves because it’s so ingrained in the brain of an addict to treat bingeing as a problem that anyone with enough willpower can deal with. We make promises to ourselves in the morning and are bingeing by evening.


It doesn’t help that many consider food addiction “namby-pamby” in comparison to alcohol and drug addiction. Yet counselors in care units say that it is harder to get off sugar than heroin. That is not “namby-pamby.”


Until recently, it wasn’t understood that an eating disorder was both a physical and a mental illness: an obsession of the mind and the physical cravings set off once the substance is in the body. In my case, the substances were sugar, grains, and refined carbohydrates. I would daydream of being like a Greek hero. I wanted to face my problems like Jason, who met and defeated every challenge until he finally faced Medea to get to the Golden Fleece. But I couldn’t get past the first hurdle of not putting sugar and grains in my body—and I emerged from each binge with even more self-hatred than I’d gone in with. I was so filled with dread, terror, and hopelessness that I wanted to die. And yet I was too scared to kill myself. I was living in hell on earth.


If you are a compulsive eater or food addict, if you identify with my story, I hope I can give you one day less of misery. If you are a parent, a teacher, or a professional who works with overweight kids or adults who are obese and difficult to deal with, I hope this gives you some insight into the minds and souls of those who may be afflicted with this disease. They need your love and patience, and they need you to know that they really are in trouble.


As written in my “Note to Readers,” I refer here to Alcoholics Anonymous and Greysheeters Anonymous as the two paths that led to my recovery from the insanity of addiction. This book is my story, but it could be about anyone like me. The real story is that there is a solution to the addiction of compulsively eating that is killing people like me.


There may be more than one solution to eating disorders and addictions. This is the one that worked for me. I think of myself as a low-bottom, down-and-dirty eater. I tried almost everything out there; in fact, I can’t think of anything I didn’t try, except for getting my stomach stapled.


In the appendix of this book, I provide information for getting hold of GSA in the United States and Canada, and also in Europe, Iceland, and Israel.


 


1 DSM stands for Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.


2 In this book, when I refer to carbohydrates or carbs, I’m talking about simple or refined carbohydrates. Carbohydrates are plentiful in vegetables and I eat complex carbohydrates.





PART I


Life is 10% what happens to you
and 90% how you react to it.


—Charles R. Swindoll
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I’m Hungry


My cabin at summer camp had two sides open to the elements and two log cabin walls that housed twelve bunk beds. The cabin was tucked under tall, ancient pine trees in the middle of Vermont. I felt close to nature’s many voices, comforted by sounds of the wind, the rain pattering on the roofs, the frogs ribbiting in nearby water. I loved everything about camp.


Except for the hiking.


I hated hiking because I couldn’t keep up with the rest of the campers. I was nine years old and already twenty pounds overweight. On a nine-year-old girl, that’s fat. I was too weak, too fat, and too miserable to hike. I longed to stop and eat as much trail mix as I could shove into my mouth. I was always hungry. Imagine a group of eight nine-year-old girls, packs on their backs, hiking up a trail on Mount Mansfield in Vermont. Seven of those little girls, lithe and energetic, could probably run up the mountain like little goats. Then there’s me, always the last girl, lugging up her twenty extra pounds. I am hurting and can barely breathe. The Sarah Bernhardt in me thinks I’m going to die if I take one more step. I fall farther and farther behind the group. The solution to all this, my nine-year-old brain thinks, is to stop and eat a whole bag of trail mix. But I also don’t want to get lost, so I keep trudging, doing my best to leave my body by daydreaming my way to the top.


I was clearly different from the rest of the girls. I felt like a Martian among Earthlings. I couldn’t connect. I couldn’t understand why other girls didn’t want to eat all the time and often weren’t interested in dessert. How could they stop mid-meal and say they were full? Sometimes it seemed to me that I lived in a glass bell jar: I could see out and others could see in, but it was impossible for me to understand others, and the reverse seemed to be true as well.


One night, I left a roaring campfire where my bunkmates and I were singing camp songs. After telling one of my counselors that I felt sick, I went back to the cabin. When I got there, I saw that someone had put two cookies on each of our beds. The minute I arrived, I gobbled mine down. I spent the next five minutes trying to figure out how I could eat more cookies without stealing them from my cabin mates—or, if I did steal them, how not to get caught. I came up with a plan. I went around to each bed, picked up each cookie, and nibbled in a circle so that each cookie had a significantly smaller circumference. If the teeth marks weren’t perfect, I’d go around again trying to make each cookie look normal. I told myself I would get away with it.


Through sheer willpower, I stopped myself from eating all of them. That would be stealing, I told myself.


My bunkmates and our two counselors returned to the cabin thirty minutes later.


“Hey, something’s wrong,” one of them said. “There are cookies on my bed but they’ve been chewed on.”


“Mine too. That’s not fair. What’s going on?” added another.


I sat on my bed trying to look innocent. I kept quiet.


“Sara, did anyone else besides you come in the cabin?” one of the counselors, Jane, asked me.


“No. Mine were like that also.” Jane looked hard at me. She was trying to decide whether to believe me or not.


The next morning, I told Jane that it was me who’d eaten the cookies. In the future, though, I got much better at living with my lies.
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I looked forward to Halloween, my favorite holiday, all year long. When I was old enough to trick or treat without a parent, I would go with friends, always checking their bags to make sure they didn’t get more than I did. I would stay out, walking the neighborhood, until the very last moment, pushing my parents’ time limits so I could get more and more and more. Once home, I would hoard my stash, telling myself that I would make the candy last. My sister was able to make hers last until Christmas; mine was all gone within twenty-four hours, forty-eight hours at the most. Any time I could find to be alone, I’d rush back to my room and gorge on candy, not tasting anything. I’d come out of my room wondering when I could get back to the bags I had stashed away.


It didn’t matter that my parents had rules around sugar consumption. I wasn’t trying to rebel; I would have loved to be able to stop the bingeing. But I couldn’t. I was scared of the punishment my parents might dole out and I was scared of the bingeing. I felt possessed and didn’t know what was wrong with me. Constantly eating sugar is like throwing oil on a fire. I didn’t know I was so afraid. What I felt was rage and self-loathing.


“Moderation, Sara,” my father used to say to me. But even mentioning the word moderation or suggesting I wait to eat my candy was like poking a rattlesnake with a stick. The venom was out of my mouth before I knew what was happening. And who wanted to live with a rattler? My family walked on eggshells around me. My mother felt completely powerless. Nothing she did or said worked, but she at least had my father to talk to.


My sister, who would struggle with her own eating disorder in her teens, was terrified of me. She had no idea why I was the way I was. She was smaller than me, “right-sized,” and there was no other sibling for her to share her fears with.


My mother, who was extremely disciplined, was exasperated by my anger and apparent lack of self-control. I was so hungry for her love and understanding, and I felt helpless and hopeless in my interactions with her.


My father, a professor at Princeton University by the time I was in high school, was the braver of the two. He would make suggestions from time to time, though those never failed to enrage me. If he tried to tell me to pace myself, or that I needed to save room for dinner, I just felt like a failure. My father could debate with politicians and academicians with a healthy sense of humor and a keen intellect, but he was powerless and helpless to help his daughter, whom he truly loved.


My mother confessed to me many years later, well into my adulthood, that she found me intimidating. What an irony, I thought to myself. I was totally intimidated by her.


[image: Image]


My eating disorder tore up our family just as alcoholism does to families with a practicing alcoholic. I ate all the time. I assumed that the gnawing feeling telling me I had to have more food or I would die was hunger. What I was actually feeling was both physical and mental cravings, but I didn’t know either the words or the concept. To me, what I was feeling was hunger; I had to eat and I had to eat NOW. I felt hungry when I was tired, when I was thirsty, when I was angry, and when I experienced almost every other feeling. It was the solution to every discomfort that I had.


Once the obsession hit me, no amount of willpower could stop me. I would eat copious amounts of ice cream or anything else with sugar in it, always falling victim to the cravings. I had to eat until the binge wore itself out. Then I would fall asleep or cry myself to sleep. Eventually, I learned that putting sugar and grains in my body actually triggers the cravings, just like alcohol does for an alcoholic. None of us understood that once I had the sugar in my system, I was powerless over what happened next.


Bingeing in this way is a disease. It destroys families. It leaves a trail of blame, hatred, and sorrow. Everyone loses. It can leave the person who’s suffering physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually bankrupt, and take the rest of their family right downhill with them. In 1957, alcoholism was just being accepted as a true disease. Anorexia was recognized as a serious disorder by 1952. But bingeing? Back then, we were far from understanding the parallels between food addiction and substance addiction. The very idea that there existed a solution beyond self-discipline to eating too much, to being fat, would have been laughed at. Dieting fads have been popular for 150 years.3 With the advent of Weight Watchers in 1963 and the steady creation of diet foods, dieting has become a multibillion-dollar business; dieting has slowly become the norm.4 Yet misunderstanding of obesity and family suffering has only gotten worse. I was one of those who suffered—and my family suffered with me.


 


3 CBSNews.com, “50 years of Dieting Fads: An American Story”


4 ditto
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Emotional Hunger


Ours was a typical family of four: my mother and father, my younger sister, Vicki, and me. We also always, it seemed, had two cats. The cats never traveled with us and I have no idea what happened to them each time we moved, but somehow, after every move, we had another two cats. I adored the cats.


My father’s family immigrated to the United States from Russia during the first decade of the twentieth century. Daddy was born in Brooklyn, New York, the only one of his family to be born in the States and an American citizen. His entire family—him, his parents, and his two older siblings—lived in a one-bedroom apartment over a grocery store run by my grandmother, Edna. The story that was handed down to me is that my grandfather, Morris, walked the streets of Flatbush in a black bowler hat, discussing philosophy with anyone who would bandy around thoughts on life with him, while Edna ran the store as the sole breadwinner. I never saw a photo of Morris, only my grandmother, a classic-looking, heavy, peasant woman. When my dad’s older sister, Aunt Ida, died, people I’d never met came to her funeral and said I looked just like my grandmother. I was about fifty pounds overweight at the time.


When my father was eight or nine years old, people started noticing that he had a beautiful singing voice. From then on, he became the second breadwinner in the family. He was hired out to weddings, birthdays, and anniversaries—anywhere a lovely voice was needed. As an adult, Daddy was stocky, five feet eight inches tall, medium height for a man of his era. He had red hair, so his nickname became “Red.” By the time I came along, that was the only name he went by. I inherited his deep worry lines between my eyes. But Daddy’s face would relax when he was telling stories. He loved to tell stories and entertain. His students adored him.


Most of the time, I adored him too. He refused to go to bed at night without coming into my bedroom, no matter what my age, no matter what had gone on during the day, and clearing the air. He would say he was sorry for any bad feelings. It’s hard not to love a parent who says they’re sorry.


He had been a frail baby; surviving his first three years was a major victory. I often looked at photos of him, trying to see that fragile baby, but he always seemed fit and strong to me. Boys growing up in Flatbush lived by their fists, not by their brains. If my dad came home bloody and bruised, his father would ask him, “Did you win?” If the response was no, he’d be sent back out to finish the job. He told me that for a long time, he was headed for a life on the streets and not much good.


The whole direction of his life was turned around when a high school teacher noticed his natural intelligence. Somehow that teacher nurtured that intelligence and managed to foster this budding street fighter’s genuine curiosity of life. He went on to the University of Wisconsin as one of a group of Young Turks who all stayed together, graduated together, and moved to Washington DC together. Almost all of them made their mark in American politics. Though my dad did not like talking about his formative years, he never forgot where he came from.


My mother, on the other hand, was an “oops baby” born into a wealthy southern family. She was ten years younger than her next-oldest sibling. Her father was fifty-three years old when she was born, and she told me that he seemed more a grandfather to her than a father. Both her parents were remote. She was raised by a French governess and spoke French before she learned English.


When I was young, I thought my mother looked like a movie star. She was slim, tall, had dark brown hair that she wore in the latest style, and anything she wore looked elegant on her. But by her account she was an ugly duckling growing up—gangly, too tall, awkward.


At thirteen, she was sent away to her aunt Sara’s home in Santa Fe, New Mexico, because her eyes had gotten so bad and her face was constantly broken out. Until she was a junior at Vassar College, my mother walked the straight and narrow path, doing what wealthy young women did—attending coming-out parties and joining the daisy chain, Vassar’s form of sorority. Her only deviation was that she far preferred Santa Fe and its arty atmosphere to her home in Memphis, Tennessee.


At twenty, while a junior at Vassar, she developed her own mind and started her lifelong journey of working to help people less privileged than she was. She helped create the first workers’ union among the dishwashers at Vassar. After she graduated, she joined the International Women’s Garment Union. She said her poor mother was always trying to spin a story of her daughter’s travels up and down the East Coast that could run in the Society pages of the local paper. My cousin Ellen, nineteen years my senior and a small child when mother was twenty-two, remembers my mother coming home to Memphis after her college graduation, packing up a straw suitcase, and heading off to join the union.


These two unlikely people met on a blind date in 1946 set up by a mutual friend who thought they had such similar minds, they couldn’t help but like each other. My father was thirty-five and my mother thirty-three. Both had lived independently for years; my father was in the process of being decommissioned from the army.


Their friend was right. They were married in Santa Fe seven weeks after they met. I came along less than a year later, and Vicki twenty-eight months after me.


I’ve often wondered if, had she lived in a different time and been encouraged to choose freely, my mother would have had children. She wanted to work all the time. She was passionate about social causes and seemed driven to write about, bring attention to, and better the human living condition. This was a twenty-four-hour-a-day job, and if she could have gone without sleep and food, she would have worked twenty-four hours a day. She hired maids to take care of us, and to clean and cook all our family’s meals.


After my sister was born, we moved to Haverford, Pennsylvania where Daddy took a job as chair of the Political Science Department at Haverford College. This was his first job out of Harvard, where he had obtained his PhD. Haverford is located in the western suburbs of Philadelphia. He walked to the campus early in the morning and arrived home in time for dinner. My mother worked at home in a room off the entryway of our rented house. According to her, I was so awful that the first five maids quit. I wanted my mother and was constantly trying to get her attention. I knew she was in the house and could not comprehend why I wasn’t allowed to see her. This made her furious. I didn’t know what I was doing wrong, and things deteriorated from there.
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My father’s first sabbatical took us to London in the fall of 1955. He had a fellowship to the London School of Economics.


We lived in a two-room flat with a shared toilet down the hall. I was eight and Vicki was six. The two rooms were tiny and the double bed nearly took up the entire bedroom. Sliding doors separated the bedroom from the living room, but I don’t remember them ever being closed. The rooms would have seemed even smaller. The living room couch and its small side table faced a fireplace that required coins in order to function.


I was sent away to boarding school and only came home for holidays. Vicki was sent to a nearby boarding school in London, and got to come home every weekend. My mother told me years later that London was still so war-torn at the time, it was practically impossible to find an affordable apartment for a family of four. Back then, I only knew I was being sent away. I didn’t know why, and I hated it.


Vicki was two years and four months younger than me. She was a good baby and grew into a good girl. Whereas I had my mother’s brunette hair and brown eyes, Vicki got my father’s carrot-red hair and grey eyes. She also had my mother’s small, delicate, English bones, while I’d inherited my father’s stocky Russian peasant body type. She was cute as a button.


I don’t think I ever liked Vicki. I certainly was jealous of her all the time. Before they learned to bring us identical presents when they traveled, my parents would bring each of us something they thought we’d like, and while I took mine I’d be looking at Vicki’s. No matter what it was, I wanted it. I would scream in anger until I was given her gift. It was usually Vicki and not my parents who ended my tantrums by giving it to me.


It seemed to my young mind that she did everything right and I did everything wrong. She was sweet and easy to be with and I was just the opposite. My sister got good grades and I didn’t. Vicki was athletic and I was fat. She later had boyfriends and wore ID bracelets while I had friends who were boys and told myself that was the best I could have. No one in our family had the courage to face my porcupine personality, to sit me down and explain that life isn’t fair—not for me, not for my sister, not for anyone. I wouldn’t have believed them if they’d tried to explain this anyway.


When my parents weren’t around, I took out all my anger on Vicki. I was mean and hurtful. After one summer when both of us had gone to the same summer camp, it was decided by the camp administrator, in conference with my parents, to keep us separate from then on. It was hard for anyone, camper or counselor, to ignore my cruel behavior toward her. My parents’ solution was to send me to camp and let Vicki stay home.


I was eight when we moved to London, and by then I’d determined there was something seriously wrong with me. Clearly I had done something offensive and I was being sent away. I hated boarding school. It was strict and we had to wear uniforms. I cried myself to sleep a lot. I started arguments with other girls about silly things like how to pronounce words such as “cat.” With my American accent, I insisted that I was the one who pronounced it correctly—unwinnable arguments. (Ironically, when we returned to the States my mother said I had a perfect posh British accent!)


According to psychologists, if something traumatic happens at a formative age, it will have a profound impact upon the rest of the child’s life. I spent years in therapy trying to determine what was wrong with me, and the only thing I was ever able to trace it back to was that year in London. I didn’t understand how things were in Europe in the aftermath of World War II. I was encouraged to believe that any loving mother would have refused to live in a place where she couldn’t have both her children with her. I felt my resentments were being supported and I dwelled on the past for years.
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Back in the States, life to me had become a glass bell jar. I attended Haverford Friends School in the fifth grade. I felt as if could see out and others could see in, but I was unable to connect with anyone. I didn’t understand people, and they didn’t understand me. I made up stories about their wonderful, loving lives and families. I was steeped in self-pity, which I fed with food and sugar.


I knew something was wrong with me. I was afraid of what it was. So I started a list of “if-onlys” that grew as the years went by:


If only I had a different mother, I wouldn’t be fat and feel so lonely.


If only we didn’t move all the time, I’d have better friends.


If only I was thin, I’d be more popular.


If only I was blond, I’d be thinner.


If only the adults would leave me alone, I’d be happier.


I convinced myself that I knew what the problem was (see above list), and I was sure I knew the impossible answers. None of the problems went away, though, so my solutions remained fantasies in my head, where they took up a lot of space. I was unable to concentrate in school and my grades were barely passing ones.


My parents began their own litany:


“You have such a pretty face; if only you could discipline yourself better and not eat so much.”


“You are so intelligent; why can’t you get better grades?”


They were beyond frustrated. I would understand that much later, but when they tried punishing me it only enraged me more. And Vicki was the outlet for all my anger, hopelessness, and sense of failure. I lashed out at her physically when my anger reached volcanic proportions. I don’t remember hitting her, but Vicki says I did.


The angrier I was, the more my family distanced themselves from me. Eventually, I developed a firm position about my place in the family: no one cared about me, so why should I care about anyone else?
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I Just Want to Belong


By the time I graduated high school, I had been to thirteen schools and lived in five different states and three different countries. No one in my small young world moved as much as we did. In first grade, my parents registered me at Haverford Friends, and then they decided that Bryn Mawr Primary was a better school and moved me there a few weeks into September. Two years later, two weeks into third grade, I was taken out of Bryn Mawr and we boarded the Queen Mary and went to England for the year.


I started out at one boarding school south of London but was so miserable after five months there that my parents took me out and enrolled me in a different one. At the end of that year, back we went on the Queen Mary, and by the end of August we were living in Kensington, California, and I was enrolled in the primary school there.


After teaching for the year at UC Berkeley, my father found he missed working at a small campus, so the following year we were back in Haverford and I was a student at Haverford Friends once again. I was ten years old and, counting nursery school and kindergarten, had already attended eight schools. I was fat (and getting fatter), self-conscious, and had no confidence that I’d be liked. The harder I worked at being liked, the harder it got. I just wanted to belong.


I had no sense of belonging in my family. Somewhere in my first decade, I’d convinced myself that I was adopted and my parents thought they’d made a huge mistake and that was why no one in my family liked me. Ice cream gave me temporary relief from the many miseries that were building up. So did my revenge fantasies: Just wait till I grow up, I’m going to show you. You’ll be sorry you were so mean to me.


I envied all those kids who never moved. Living inside my layers of fat, I wasn’t able to just observe. I saw what was different and jumped to conclusions that fit neatly on my checklist of everything that was unjust in my life. It seemed to me that the kids I wanted to hang out with came from a different species of family—a species that stayed put, that surrounded their young with love and support until they were old enough to venture out on their own.


Those parents were at least a decade younger than my parents. They didn’t seem to put work in front of caring for their children. My academically ambitious parents wanted to change the world, make it a better place to live in, but couldn’t seem to identify my growing desperation for what it was and instead always saw my behavior as acting out.


Parenting clearly wasn’t a priority for my parents. Both of them were highly intelligent. Many called my father brilliant, and he loved teaching. My mother was driven to work. She was writing and doing research. When she was absorbed in her work, no one was to disturb her for anything, for any reason—but I couldn’t, or chose not to, remember that rule. I would constantly knock on her door, only to be greeted with a “What now?” The needier I got, the more pissed off she got.


My father would tell me two stories when I was in my twenties. The first was that when I was under a year old and still couldn’t walk, he would—at the request of my mother, who had bursitis in her elbow—put me in my crib in the morning before he left for work. My mother couldn’t lift me and probably didn’t spend much time with me. “You would spend as much as eight hours a day in your crib,” he told me. “You didn’t get any exercise, and I’m sure it added to your plumpness.”


One evening, when they were playing bridge with friends, I started crying.


“I jumped up and was going to get you out of the crib and walk around with you,” my dad said. “The women who were there stopped me and told me I’d just be spoiling you.” He looked very sad. “I’ve never forgiven myself.”


It was as if he were admitting to me in the telling of that story, “You are right, we weren’t good parents.” I was grateful to have my long-held negative feelings confirmed, but it was too little too late. The damage had been done. I didn’t know what it felt like to be held and hugged when I cried. I never felt a part of our family. It meant something that he was willing to tell me the story, but at twenty-four years old, I wasn’t able to forgive my parents. In my mind, they were the cause of all my many problems.


The second story he told me was about something that happened when I was two or three years old. He used to walk the twenty to thirty minutes from our house to his office on campus. He would walk down Panmure Road, the street we lived on, that wasn’t used much except by the families who lived there. Then he’d turn left onto Railroad Avenue, a busy street that took him to the boundary of the campus. Then he’d turn off and cut through some woods, pass the Duck Pond, and arrive at his office.


“One morning, as I was walking on Railroad Avenue, I heard crying behind me. I turned around and there you were, in the middle of the street following after me.” He shook his head in wonder. “I don’t know how you got out of the house. I don’t know how you stayed safe, but my heart nearly stopped. You must have been behind me for five or ten minutes. I grabbed you up and we went home.” He paused. “I don’t think your mother noticed you were gone.”


I’m sure my father thought that if only he’d done things differently, I wouldn’t have suffered the way I did. It’s hard to know. No one had ever even heard of food addiction at the time. To them I was just an undisciplined, out-of-control, needy child who wouldn’t obey any rules. I was a huge annoyance. I was in trouble a lot. I was alone a lot. I cried a lot, and I ate a lot.


Bad parenting didn’t cause my illness, but it made life hell for me and deepened the hole of emptiness inside of me. I couldn’t have named it as being suicidal at the time, but in retrospect I would see it as that. I certainly wanted to disappear, and on extreme days I wanted to die. I don’t remember feeling differently, except at rare moments. Yet a part of me was determined to find ways of taking care of the hurt inside.


[image: Image]


My mother, sister, and I belonged to the Ardmore Skating rink, a prestigious ice rink where Olympic athletes trained. It was a popular place for adults and kids on the Main Line. Walking in the front doors, a friendly, familiar brisk chill would wake my face up, and then the canned music that filled the whole rink would surround me. Teens of all ages came in the afternoons and skated counter-clockwise on the ice. The talented skaters were in the middle or at the far end, practicing difficult jumps.


My friends and I would rush straight for the locker rooms, passing the snack bar on the right as we ran by. Putting on our skates, we talked about the latest 45s and when we were going to buy them. Then we got on the ice.


I loved skating but I was too heavy to compete. I had excellent balance and when I skated I could sway to the music. Moving on the ice, I didn’t feel heavy or dumpy. I was a good skater. I knew it, and it made me happy. I would dream that my mother was there watching and could see that I did something well. The time always flew by. After an hour, the ice machine came out to clean the ice, and everyone had to leave the rink for five or ten minutes. My friends would use the break to buy something in the snack bar. I wasn’t allowed to spend money there, so I reluctantly just hung around the edges of the ice, waiting for them to come back out, waiting to get back on the ice.


One day, when I was eleven or twelve years old, I saw a quarter on the ice. With my heart pounding, I grabbed it and looked to see if anyone near me had dropped it. When no one claimed it, I dashed into the snack bar and handed over my quarter for five five-cent candy bars.
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