














Praise for
Being Ana


“A fascinating window into the frightening and relentless world of anorexia and, equally, young womanhood.”


—Katherine Boyle, Veritas Literary Agency


“Ms. Raviv is a fabulous writer and did an amazing job of simultaneously showing how her eating disorder functioned to keep her from being conscious of the underlying issues while in the depths of it, and showing the reader how all of her behaviors, thoughts and feelings were directly related to those underlying issues.”


—Susie Roman, MA, former programs director at the National Eating Disorders Association


“Shani’s openness and clarity in sharing her experience with anorexia gave my students a unique opportunity to gain empathy and understanding for the living of an eating disorder. I know it will make them better therapists.”


—Dr. John Deninno, eating disorder clinical psychologist and adjunct faculty in counseling and health psychology, Bastyr University


“Shani Raviv is a great inspiration to the many millions out there struggling with eating disorders. Being Ana is honest, sensitive, witty, brutal, and so much more.”


—Graham Alexander, eating disorder clinical psychologist and director of Crescent Clinic Eating Disorders Unit, South Africa


“Being Ana is not only an insightful, raw, and thought-provoking memoir detailing a subject most people know little about, it is also a work by an author who understands how to present a difficult subject with humor and aplomb. Even though the book took her eight years to complete, there is an aching immediacy within these pages.”


—Leighanne Law, Elliott Bay Book Co.
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To my mother, for loving me always.
To my sister, for being a guardian angel.
To my father, for accepting my forgiveness.
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This six-lined hexagram is derived from an ancient Chinese text, The I Ching, or The Classic of Changes. It is the 27th hexagram, which symbolizes “nourishment”—something that I would eventually desire to guide my life.




“And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.”
—Anaïs Nin
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Preface


———


As a little girl, anorexic was not what I hoped to be when I grew up.


And yet, for a decade, anorexia was my path. For a long time thereafter I wished it had been otherwise. I wished I had dedicated those years, and the years that followed in recovery, to feeding the hungry, helping the poor, or teaching the illiterate to read. Something important. When I admitted this to a friend, she said, “Anorexia is about life and death. What could possibly be more important?”


While I was living it, I had no idea what anorexia was about. When I started recovery, I was full of questions: Why did I become anorexic? Where did anorexia come from? Why did I almost sacrifice my life for anorexia? So I set out on a mission to find answers. I needed to make sense of what I had been through. I was desperate to understand why it began. I decided, when I gave up anorexia, that I would work hard to find meaning in it.


Two years into recovery, I was attending a support group for anorexics and bulimics when a woman in the group said, “Please tell us how you healed.” I laughed and said, “There is too much to say; I would have to write a book.” I was only half serious at the time. I had no idea how to write a book. But I knew I had a lot to say. And I believed in my writing talent. I always knew in the back of my mind that I wanted to write a book, but I never knew it would be a book about my life. In the same way, I never knew that, for a long time, anorexia would be my life.


As a teenager, I had dreams. I wanted to become an actress. Make movies. Save the world. Then one day I got lost in a system that backfired on me, and what happened instead was the evil of a starving mind. Although I was never hospitalized, I reached a point where the madness in my head, the malnutrition in my body, and the deprivation of my soul should have killed me. Instead, it took me on a wild ride. I searched for love in promiscuity, happiness in drugs, comfort in cutting, peace in alcoholism, ecstasy in overexercising, and, above all, salvation in starving. I finally surrendered. It took years of therapy to work through the negative emotions that had accumulated in a decade of self-destruction.


During that time I committed myself wholeheartedly to writing and completing this book. A dear friend said to me that some people feel compelled to climb mountains, and that this is my mountain. At the end of this decade-long process, I believe he is right. I worked on the first draft on and off for five years. Then over a period of three years, I wrote, rewrote, and edited many more drafts. Then I rewrote and edited some more, until I finally put my perfectionist tendencies aside and decided to call it complete.


In my third year of recovery, I went to see a homeopath, who asked me a very simple and wise question: “What did anorexia give you?” Without thinking, I said, “An identity, a friend, a purpose, a mother, structure, success, and strength.” She answered: “Now you see why it was so hard to let go of it!” It was then that I realized that I had never meant to harm myself. I have since learned that anorexia was, in essence, a desperate attempt to save myself from my overwhelming emotions. Anorexia was never my failed attempt to starve myself to death. That is a common and grave public misconception. Also contrary to the popular belief “once an anorexic, always an anorexic,” I believe I am since recovered.


This is a story about my fight to find strength in vulnerability, truth in my identity, and meaning in being me. I have personified anorexia to show that she was much more than a diet gone wrong, a coping mechanism, an addiction, or a girl’s vain attempt to perfect her image. I did not just flirt with her as a teenage pastime—she was my life, my vocation, my truth.


I have come through this ordeal with the ability to express my experience of the complexity and nuances of anorexia and to create what is essentially an entertaining narrative about a heavy subject. In it I do not blame society, the media, my dysfunctional family, or my peers for my anorexia. I don’t elucidate the role the media plays in perpetuating the cult of thinness because it would contradict what anorexia is really about to me. I was born and raised in South Africa, where I was not saturated with images of “thin.” Nor did I grow up in a household of dieters and weight watchers. And before my anorexia started, I was always the thin kid. When it began, no one I knew was anorexic. And I had no idea what it was. So why me? This book answers this question and many more.


Furthermore, I feel that the need to provide an intimate look into an anorexic mind has never been more crucial than it is now. As eating disorders reach epidemic proportions in the United States (and are on the rise in other countries), anorexia nervosa has gained a reputation for being a legitimate psychiatric disorder, not simply (and mistakenly) extreme vanity. According to NEDA (the National Eating Disorders Association), between 0.5 and 1 percent of American females suffer from anorexia nervosa, making it one of the most prevalent psychiatric diagnoses in young women. What many people don’t know is that anorexia nervosa has one of the highest mortality rates of any psychiatric illness. Between 5 and 20 percent of sufferers die, especially those whose conditions become chronic. I was very nearly one of them.


A friend said to me once, “If you go through something really painful in your life and survive it, then it’s your duty to help others who are going through the same thing.” I believe it is not only a duty, but also a privilege. Even though this book started off as a way for me to gain insight into myself and my disorder, it has become much more than that. “This book isn’t about you anymore,” another friend said to me. For years, however, it was. It was all about me. It was an intense process of developing self-awareness. I healed as I wrote this book.


Now, this project is so much more than just a vehicle for my own recovery. It’s a portrait of anorexia, not just as I knew her but as millions know her and identify with her stereotypical, idiosyncratic traits and crazed mindset. I once wrote that if anorexia could be summed up into one line of text on a blank page, the sentence would read: “I don’t want to be me.” What a sad, hopeless attitude to carry through life. Still, I have yet to meet an anorexic who isn’t isolated in her agonizing suffering, who isn’t locked in a psychic hell of negative mind talk, who isn’t consumed 24/7 with the obsession of thinness and the frightening, insatiable compulsion to starve and overexercise—and the confounding inability to stop.


I wrote this book because I have experienced personally what an emotionally, physically, and psychologically debilitating disorder anorexia is. Anorexics all too often suffer absolute denial in silence, their bodies and minds screaming in pain. This is my attempt to break that silence, to reach out and let people know that there is a way out of the suffering called anorexia.


Whoever you are, whatever you have been through or are going through, I want you to know that you are never, ever alone.


I believe that only by reaching out do we know that others are there. Only by surrendering do we find strength. Only by being vulnerable do we feel human. Only by looking into someone else’s eyes do we open our hearts. And, sometimes, only by listening to someone else’s pain do we find compassion for ourselves.


This is my story, my offering, my truth.





Chapter One

LITTLE GIRL


Nobody warned me that when I gave up anorexia, I would die.


Nobody told me that the aggressive, confident, wild animal of the night would wake up in the body of a shy little girl who sits indoors and sobs. I didn’t know that the person I had been for a decade of my youth would no longer exist. And I was totally unprepared for how lost I would feel after my death. It was the pain of confronting myself as though for the first time, the pain of confronting myself without the identity of anorexia.


I’d be lying if I said I chose anorexia when I was fourteen. I didn’t. I just let her in when she had no name, no face, no shape, and she violated me. At fourteen, all I knew when I started cutting out food and skipping meals was that it was a challenge, a test of my willpower. I had absolutely no idea where I was headed—although I knew I was going there alone.





Chapter Two

CLIMBING THE WALLS


I’m not hungry!” I said to my mother as we pushed through the door. The man in the white shirt ushered us in, and I rammed my shoulder into my mother’s back as she stepped in front of me. “This way, ladies,” said the man. My mother feigned a smile and shot me a look that said, Don’t you dare do this to me now. It is not okay! and I retaliated with a deadpan face as if to say, I don’t give a shit. “This is your table, ladies,” the man said, pulling the chair back for my mother. “I do hope you enjoy your dinner.”


It was going to be a special occasion. It was one of the few times a year that my family came together to celebrate. It was the only time of year that I would agree to go to a restaurant. My grandparents sat next to each other. My mother sat opposite them. I grabbed the seat next to my granny, sat down, and lowered my head to avoid my mother’s loaded eyes. My sister sat next to me and placed her hand on mine. My uncle and his wife sat next to my mother. It was going to be a special occasion, and the only reason I was there that night was because it would have broken my grandparents’ hearts had I refused to go. It would have hurt them to know that I would rather have been home alone, with my blanket, on the couch, in the company of American sitcom reruns with the sounds of forced laughter and pretend applause.


Instead, I sat with strangers in a strange room and overheard droppings of conversations that didn’t belong to me. Knives and forks scraped plates. Forks attacked food. Knives fenced forks. I watched as mounds of food poured out of the kitchen on a conveyer belt of hunger and greed. People chatted and chewed and smiled and threw their heads back in laughter. We sat at a round table laid with its paper napkins folded into little peacock-tail fans and stuffed into glasses. My knife made that serrated sound when I scraped it on my plastic place mat, and my finger stuck to the grease of the embossed lamination bound in a leather folder with the word Menu written across in cursive. A dim candlelight was the centerpiece of our small world.


The adults ordered a bottle of red wine. A merlot. For starters, my grandparents would share the soup of the day, my mother would order the mussels in white wine, my sister the grilled calamari, and my uncle and aunt would each have carpaccio. And me, I’m not hungry.


“Why don’t you sit properly, lovey,” my granny said, “and take your fingers out of your mouth. Are you still biting your nails?”


I squirmed around on my seat but didn’t change my position. My feet were off the floor, bunched up on my chair. My shoulders were rounded. Both elbows were on the table like I’d claimed my ground and set up my guard. I bit my thumbnail. I can’t stop. My leg quivered uncontrollably, vibrating the table. My sister put her hand on my knee to stop the shaking. I can’t stop.


“Good evening, everyone,” said a man whose face I didn’t care to see. “I’m so-and-so, and I’ll be your waiter for this evening.” He placed a basketful of thick wedges of warm white bread with crisp crust in front of me and laid a porcelain bowl with scoops of round butter balls beside it. He proceeded to tell us what the specials of the day were, but I didn’t hear a word he said because I knew that soon he would be going around the table taking my family’s orders. One by one he would write down everyone’s appetizers, and once my turn arrived, I would still have no idea what I felt like. What I feel like.


I feel like running back to the car and curling up in the backseat and crying myself to sleep. I feel like screaming at the top of my voice that I am here against my will and that I don’t belong. I feel like drinking the entire bottle of wine that is set before me. I feel like curling up on my chair and placing my head in my granny’s lap while she strokes my hair. I feel like sobbing in my daddy’s arms while he holds me tight to stop me from exploding. Shhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh. Shhhhhhhhhhhh. Shhhhhh.


“Excuse me, miss, what would you like to eat?” said the waiter, turning to taunt me with his gaze that warned me my procrastination would push me over the edge. But he didn’t know that I was already falling.


He waited. “Um . . . I’m thinking,” I said. He waited. “Um . . . I’ll have . . . no . . . I’ll have . . . Um . . .” He waited. All eyes were on me, but it was never my intention to steal the moment. My grandfather leaned forward to try to help me decide, but I heard the waiter’s clicking pen as he jammed it into his notepad.


He waited. “Why don’t I just go ahead and put through the other orders and let you decide,” he said. Decide.


I have lost the ability to decide. It’s a strange thing, that. It’s not just that I don’t know what I want. It’s that I don’t know who I am. I don’t know what I feel. I don’t know why. I don’t know anything except that my mind is racing and I don’t want to be running this fast. But I can’t stop.


“Just make up your mind because everyone is waiting,” said my mother. “It’s just one meal in your life. Please stop making such a huge drama out of this!”


She turned to my granny. “This is what I deal with every single day at home! It’s exhausting. I can’t do it anymore,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning back hard.


“We didn’t mind waiting a couple of minutes for you to make up your mind, but I think it’s been long enough now,” said my granny, who looked as though she was about to cry.


“Just leave her,” said my sister. “She doesn’t have to eat tonight if she doesn’t want to.”


“That’s a good idea; let’s just ignore her,” said my mother. “She knows she is ruining it for everybody with that miserable face of hers, and of course I’ll be the one she blames for all of this when we get home.”


My mother had a way of shutting everybody up while turning the attention on me and away from me at the same time. The wolves backed off, and appetizers arrived. My grandfather opened the bottle of wine and poured an equal amount for every adult as they raised their glasses for a toast. My sister poured her soda into a wine glass. I held up a regular glass with water, my third since we arrived, and chewed on ice.


“L’chaim! To life!” said my mother. She clinked her glass hard and had a couple of sips before the toast was over.


“Happy fortieth anniversary, Mom and Dad!” said my uncle. “May you have many more. I wish you long life for the next forty years!”


“Happy anniversary!” my sister said, getting up to hug both of my grandparents. I stood up to do the same.


“You are skin and bone,” my granny said, hugging me. “Aren’t you eating?”


I saw the confusion in her eyes as she leaned back from the embrace, but I had no answers.


“Leave her, dear, she’ll come round,” my grandfather said, hugging me.


I pulled away, and he caught my hand gently and said, “We have faith in you.”


I sat down again. Everyone ate and talked about South African politics and the near end of apartheid, about my mother’s art career, my sister’s high school exams, my uncle and aunt’s travels and medical careers. But nobody mentioned my sixteenth birthday coming up. I was not a part of the conversation. I tapped my fork on the plastic place mat. I chewed my nails. I chewed ice. I drank my water. I tore my blood-red napkin into tiny pieces and arranged them one by one in a perfect line around the edge of my white plate.


“Don’t you want to taste our soup?” my granny said. “Oh, go on. I’m sure you’ll like it.”


I shook my head no. I’m not hungry.


“Don’t be like that, it’s only good for you!”


“Don’t push her, dear,” my grandfather said. “She’ll come round.”


“She just needs to be in her own space,” my sister said. “She’s fine.”


The waiter was back to clear the plates and take orders for the main course. My grandparents debated whether to share the braised oxtail in red wine or the slow-roasted lamb shank. My mother ordered the lamb chops on the grill, as usual, with creamed spinach and pumpkin on the side. My sister ordered the veal in lemon butter. My uncle ordered the venison, which he said was the only real meat because it had been allowed to run wild. But it was his wife who riled me up the most because she had this way of ordering her meals time and again with unequivocal certainty and never, not for a second, wavering. To me this meant that she knew herself. And I envied her for that. She ordered the grilled linefish of the day with new potatoes and oven-roasted zucchini. The chef’s special. Then she folded the menu, put it aside, and joined in the conversation, which sounded like white noise. I didn’t hear a word anybody said because I had my own staccato monologue going on in my head that was getting louder and louder:


One bite of bread / only allowed salad / just order salad / must drink water / had an orange for lunch / yesterday a spoon of rice / last night three carrots with mayonnaise / no oil / I’m not hungry / fuck this / I want to run away / sit / sit / pretend you’re fine / say you ate a late lunch / I hate this restaurant / fuck the waiter / fuck everybody / why can’t I be like everyone else? / what’s wrong with me? / had half a banana at ten / had two bites of cheese at eleven / had five grapes or was it seven? / fuck I can’t remember / I think it was five / shut up / or seven / shut the fuck up / had two sips of juice / had seven cups of coffee / had two carrots with mayonnaise / had three grapes / or was that yesterday?


All the people at the table were drinking, talking, laughing, but there was no sound. No sound except for the monotonous voice in my head slamming into walls like a blind bird, and all I wanted was to block my ears. But how the hell do you block your ears when the noise is inside your own head? And it won’t stop. No matter what.


Sometimes they fussed over me: “But why don’t you eat something small?” “Go on, you must be hungry.” “I bet you haven’t eaten all day.” “But you’re looking too thin.” “How about trying this? This looks nice.” “Well, what do you feel like eating?” But my answer was always the same: “I’m not hungry.” Then my mother started: “I have been trying to tell all of you for months now that this is what I have to deal with every single day. You just can’t get through to her. She has made up her mind. She doesn’t realize what it’s doing to all of us to see her in this state. You would think, from the way she behaves, that eating one meal with her family would kill her!”


I stood up fast and pushed back my chair and threw my fork onto the table hard. It hit a glass, which made that shrill noise glass makes before it shatters.


“I’M NOT HUNGRY!” I said. I turned around, knocking my hipbone on the back of my chair, and stormed off.


Alone in the restroom I paced up and down telling myself to just go out there and order something. Order the smallest, blandest, most un-fattening thing on the menu. I fell against the wall and collapsed onto the ground, hugging my knees to my chest and trying not to cry. Tears stung my eyes, and I moaned aloud to stop them. I stood up slowly and paced the cubicle back and forth, back and forth, hyperventilating. My throat closed. My neck tightened. I couldn’t swallow. I couldn’t breathe. My breath was right there stuck inside my chest, but it couldn’t get out. It couldn’t escape.


I slammed my hands against the wall and screamed inside, begging for it to stop. The mirror . . . the mirror . . . I had to see my reflection in the mirror. But it only showed my body from the chest up, and I had to see my stomach. I grabbed the trashcan in the corner to stand on, but it wasn’t sturdy enough. I kicked it aside. I pulled my shirt up and jumped up and down so that I could see my stomach in the mirror. I smeared the skin on my belly over and over like I was greasing a baking tray with butter and told myself that my stomach was still flat. My stomach is still flat. I sat on the toilet and tried to pee. Tears streamed down my face. My pee was stuck. There was nothing coming out.


I told myself to get back out there before someone came looking for me.


But they never did.


I am so frustrated because I know this is so fucked-up. I know that I am only at a restaurant trying to choose one meal of my life from a stupid menu. But I am stuck inside my head. And I can’t get out. I just can’t get out.


I glanced at my face in the mirror and dabbed my wet eyes with toilet paper and blew my nose. I saw a girl with pale skin and fear in her eyes. But I couldn’t help her. She was already too far away. It was time to go back out there and sit alone with the agony of indecision.


Once everyone else’s food arrived, I was still trying to decide what to order. The waiter was back to ask me for the fifth time what I wanted to eat.


“Have you decided yet?” he said, his eyes locking mine. “An Italian salad. No olives! No dressing! And extra lettuce,” I snapped.


By then my mother was trying hard not to stab me with her eyes, and my grandmother was telling me to stop acting like a child, and my sister was giving me that “get over yourself” look, and my uncle and aunt were pretending I wasn’t even there. By the time everyone had finished eating his or her meal, my desiccated salad arrived. I poked the lettuce with a fork, bit a piece of cheese, spat it into a napkin, and pushed the plate aside. I got up, shoved my chair away, and stormed back to the restroom to climb the walls because the enemy had attacked and there was nowhere else to hide.





Chapter Three

HAPPY FAMILY, WEEPING WILLOW


I was born with one eye looking to my nose for all the answers. The questions came later. Minutes after I was born, my mother sat up in her hospital bed, propped her elbows on the mattress, and screamed: “Oh my God! I made a baby! A real, live human being!” Salt puddles collected in her eyes, and her blue eye shadow streaked her cheeks like a slither of sky on a cloudy day. My father ran to the hospital pay phone and called every single person he knew to announce the birth of his baby girl.


The doctors assured my parents that a lot of babies are born with a squint and that if my eye didn’t straighten out in a few months, they should bring me in for a checkup. At that checkup, my parents were told that my cross-eye was a congenital defect and was there to stay. My mother wept and blamed herself. She tells me now that when she was three months’ pregnant with me, after a routine row with my father, she accidentally crashed her Mini straight into a tree, splitting the front of the car in half, both sides wrapping around to clasp the tree trunk like a lobster’s pincer. She says the accident caused my squint. My father, on the other hand, tells me that it was raining, that my mother was late, and that she was driving a Peugeot, not a Mini, which skidded into a tree and got no more than a dent. He also denies any argument.


“Maybe your eye was looking at the traffic light while your mother was looking at the speedometer,” he says.


My parents should never have married.


My mother was exquisite. She looked like a porcelain doll from the Renaissance era with her perfect tear-shaped face, sweet smile, and eyes that had the innocence of a child. She grew up in the sixties in Johannesburg’s middle-class suburbia during apartheid. She was so sheltered from the realities of the world at large that my mother says she didn’t even hear about hippies and the flower-power revolution until it stopped blooming. She grew up in a brick house surrounded by a low brick wall, with a garden full of white daisies and a front porch with paint-peeled garden furniture chained to the wall at night to prevent it from being stolen. My mother was a goody-goody, obedient and ever loyal to her parents. She would climb out of bed and creep around on her hands and knees to find her slippers, as she had been ordered not to walk around without them.


At eighteen, one of my mom’s girlfriends asked my mom to accompany her on a blind double date. My mom’s blind date, Chuck, arrived that day seated in the backseat of a fire-engine red 1965 Dodge Polara that was so long it looked like a ship had docked outside her house. Up front sat her girlfriend, resting her elbow on the rolled-down window. And next to her sat the driver, who had one hand on the steering wheel and the other on his date’s mini-skirted thigh. He honked the horn repeatedly for my mother to come out of the house.


The driver had wavy pitch-black shoulder-length hair and wore a wine-red beret. When my mother climbed into the backseat, the driver tilted the rearview mirror and shot her a smile. He had a gap between his front teeth, puppy brown eyes, olive skin, and a manly beard. Although he was the spitting image of Che Guevara’s iconic photograph, he was nothing like the revolutionary. Hours later this suave Israeli farm boy, who spoke broken English and cussed like it was the latest fashion, dropped his date at home first and then dropped off Chuck. He told my mother to climb into the passenger seat, drove her home, parked outside, and asked her out on a date.


Nine months later, they married.


My mother says, “The first time I introduced your father to my parents, he kicked his shoes off at the table and wanted to know if the cookies your granny served for tea were dog food.” Hearing this story, my father laughs and says, “I never disrespected your grandparents. But why the fuck wasn’t I allowed to swear in their house? I kicked off my clogs because I wanted to rest my feet up, but I didn’t want to dirty the coffee table with my shoes. And the cookies were a joke. Everyone knew they looked like dog food.”


At a subsequent meeting with my grandparents, in an effort to evaluate his suitability as my mother’s potential husband, my grandparents asked my father whether he had ever been to a brothel. He said he hadn’t but that he had really wanted to go for a long time. He told them a friend had planned to meet him there but then got delayed, and they never made it. My grandparents were speechless. It turns out that my father had thought the question was whether he had ever been to Brussels, in Belgium. Still, despite such misunderstandings, cultural differences, and the language barrier, my grandparents were simply pleased that my mother would be marrying in the faith, a Jew.


Three years and hundreds of brawls later, I was born. Although my father had originally fallen in love with my mother’s innocence and she with his wild spirit, her naïveté soon became his source of frustration, and his short temper made her withdraw more and more inward. Although my parents’ love for one another was there, it couldn’t grow because neither of them knew what to feed it. So my mother and father grew apart from each other, separated by the latent love into which I was born. My mother tells me that my father once said to her, “If you want someone to love, have a baby.” He denies her memory. In the story of my life there is always my mother’s wild imagination and hyperboles and my father’s emotional detachment and rationale. My past is full of contradictory anecdotes, the reality of which I can only guess at.


My mother also says that I was born a few days early. My father says I was born a few days late. My mother tells me that a week before my birth, she was at the gynecologist for a checkup and was told that I was in the breech position, so the doctor reached in to turn me around a full 180 degrees. At the following appointment, he told her the umbilical cord was coiled around my neck. She needed to be admitted immediately for an emergency induction. On the way to the maternity ward she called my dad to tell him to race home to pack her hospital bag because by sunrise they would have a baby.


Whenever I repeat the story of my birth, I mistakenly refer to the umbilical cord as a noose. So as the story goes, I was upside down, manually rotated, strangled by a noose, and forced out unnaturally when I wasn’t quite ready to leave. This sounds like me. It wasn’t an easy birth, and from the start it hasn’t proved to be an easy life.


I was a few weeks old when my mother gave up trying to breastfeed me because she says nothing was coming out and that it was too painful, so she put me on formula. Both my mother and father took turns feeding me a bottle. At a few months old my mother tried to spoon-feed me but says that I often refused to eat.


My mother blames this on my eye. She says she would put me in a high chair and lay down wall-to-wall plastic because as soon as the spoon came toward me, I hit it away. She is convinced that because my squint was making me see double, a spoonful of food coming at me from different directions freaked me out. My father says it had nothing to do with my squint and that I had trouble swallowing and often regurgitated my food. He says there was never wall-to-wall plastic.


Aside from the squint creating a frustrating and confusing world for me from the start, I had various eye problems resulting in poor vision in both eyes but even worse vision in the squint eye. My brain soon enough would choose to ignore the squint eye and compensate for its lack of vision by seeing through my good eye only and so preventing double vision.


I was one and a half years old when I got my first pair of glasses. It was 1977, and the only glasses frames manufactured at the time for children, let alone babies, were hefty, clunky, square plastic frames. Mine were pasty brown and beige with thick, heavy lenses that magnified my eyes. The lenses corrected the squint to a degree, but my eye still needed to gain strength and improved vision if I was ever to use it, which would enhance my peripheral vision. My parents were told that, in order to prevent my squint eye from deteriorating further, they would have to shut down vision in my good eye so as to force me to use my squint eye.


The eye specialists recommended that I wear a patch over my good eye. So I attended preschool with a square-shaped sticky Band-Aid, the size of my fist, over the glasses lens of my good eye. My mother stuck small Band-Aids behind my ears where the arms of my glasses cut into my skin and tiny pads on the nose bridge of my glasses to stop the heavy lenses indenting the skin alongside my nose.


An alternative to the patch was atropine eye drops. Atropine is a highly toxic drug that was used to dilate my good eye’s pupil in order to force my squint eye to see. Its side effects can include blurred vision and vertigo; it can also cause difficulty swallowing or breathing as well as delirium or hallucinations. But my parents weren’t told any of this. From age two to age nine my mother was told to administer the atropine in my good eye almost every single day.


At the time, my mother, a budding artist, made a living as a children’s art teacher, and she tells me that my drawings from early on did not evolve from squiggles to two-dimensional images and later to three-dimensional images as most children’s drawings do. Mine did not progress beyond the two-dimensional because of the absence of my peripheral vision, which stunted my ability to make out dimensions and distorted my ability to see perspective.


My mother says I was wild with frustration because I couldn’t see properly and that years later, once I learned to write letters and numbers, my handwriting was aggressive and rough. Simple tasks that required writing a number in a block on a page or writing in between two lines were impossible and were a constant source of my frustration and anger. My father says I hated my glasses and that it broke their hearts to see me so uncomfortable and aggravated all the time. But in the same breath he says I quickly adapted to the discomfort, as children do.


I know I felt shame about my eye from an early age. I remember playing leapfrog with my best friend in preschool at age four. I was the crouching frog when my friend leaped over me, accidentally knocking my glasses to the ground. I held my breath in and refused to cry. I was strong. I didn’t need help because it would mean that nothing was wrong with me. But still I felt different. I didn’t feel pretty because of my ugly eye. I was the only kid with glasses, the only kid whose iris and pupil flew to the side like a circus trapeze act only to hide in the very corner of my eye, and I could do nothing to bring them back to center stage. I picked up my glasses and held the broken frame close to my body. Outdoor playtime ended, and all the children congregated in the classroom. I sat on the carpet away from my friends and held up a gray cylindrical cardboard container over my bad eye as though it were a kaleidoscope. The cylinders were used in those days to package wine bottles. I held it right up against my eye and stared into the dark dead-end void, pretending all the while that I was seeing an explosion of rainbow-colored sequins. I waited that way for what felt like hours until my mother came to get me at pick-up time.


By then my sister had been born. I was just sixteen months old when my mother went into labor on time and my sister slid out like a bar of soap in the palm of a wet hand. The same nurse had cared for my mom when I was born, and as soon as she saw my mother, she said, “Are you back? But you were just here yesterday!” My sister was one week old when my parents were told that she had a hole in her heart. They were soon referred to a cardiologist for a second opinion. There were four complications, all of which were part of a congenital heart defect called Tetralogy of Fallot. She would have to have open-heart surgery or she would not survive.


I know my mother blamed herself for my sister’s broken heart. Since her early teens, my mother had suffered from undiagnosed chronic depression, and now her being in a loveless marriage was breaking her heart. By the time my sister was born, my mother’s sadness had already swallowed her up, and fear would soon desert her in a place where no one would be able to reach her.


My father knew the facts. They would have to wait until my sister’s body was big enough before the doctors could risk operating. They would have to wait until she turned two. In the meantime, once my sister learned to walk, she squatted every few steps to send her blood flowing to her head so her brain could receive enough oxygen. She wheezed to catch her breath as her lips turned blue and her cheeks flamed red. And during her frequent fainting spells, my father would hoist her up by her feet and flip her upside down to increase the amount of blood that was being pumped from her heart to her brain.


Meanwhile, my mother had chosen the house of her dreams for her family. Before my sister was born, we moved from a tiny apartment in a narrow brick building on a busy main street to a suburban home on a cul-de-sac adjacent to a sprawling park with willow trees and a stream. A big weeping willow sat at the foot of the garden, and my mother dreamed that someday we would play under the shade of the tree and live together in peace and harmony as a happy family. Instead, both my parents worked around the clock to pay for the daily grind, leaving my sister and me at home with a nanny. My parents gradually had less and less faith in their disintegrating partnership.


Even though my sister and I did not share a room—because she had to sleep with a humidifier to moisten the air to help her breathe—we still spent every waking moment together. She was my baby sister, my best friend, my confidante, my other self, and my soul mate. We did everything together, and I nurtured her like a mother.


We sat on the carpet in my room for hours on end drawing and playing make-believe and listening to records. In almost every photo of us at the time, my sister is close to me, by my side, looking at me in awe, touching my arm, hugging me, smiling, and laughing with me. I was the big sister, and when we were together, there was no such thing as loneliness. She was my world.


I remember sitting on my bedroom floor wearing matching nighties and fluffy slippers and watching the record on the record player spin round and round as the needle edged its way slowly toward the hole in the middle. There was one particular record that we listened to that told the story of a toy soldier who only had one leg and was ostracized from the other toy soldiers. Every time we listened to it, I felt a sick creepy feeling inside me. Something scary was happening, and the soldier with one leg was not like the rest.


On my sister’s second birthday, she had bright red cheeks and a puffy swollen face, and she was wheezing so much that I had to blow out the two candles on her birthday cake. A week later she was admitted to the hospital to have her chest cut open and her heart stitched up, a procedure she had a fifty-fifty chance of surviving. She stayed in the hospital for ten days and ten nights with my mother by her side at every moment. Each time the doctors told my mother she had to leave, she refused.


She slept next to my sister in her hospital bed every night. Only once did she come home, to wash her hair.


My father remained behind to look after me, although he went every day to visit my sister, leaving me with his mother, who had flown in from Israel and could not speak a word of English. I would only be allowed to visit my sister a few days after the operation because children were not allowed into the ICU. But as soon as the operation was over, my father snuck me into the ICU to see her. He lifted me onto his knee so that I could touch her, and when she saw me, her face lit up.


She lay on her bed wearing a pink-and-white-checked nightie that unbuttoned all the way down, revealing a long scar that ran down the middle of her chest from her collarbones to her belly button. The stitches looked like an elongated caterpillar trudging through sand, its legs bloody and raw. Her wrists were pierced with IV needles, and a bloody bandage covered her belly button. Her jaw clenched as she chewed on her pacifier, sucking in the pain. Her hair was slicked back from sweat. My mother held my sister’s hand in hers, pumping her with love while her own spirit was dying. The doctor’s words to her were, “If your daughter can walk out of the hospital on her own two feet ten days after the operation, she will make it.”


Yet despite the torture of not knowing my sister’s fate for those two years, my mom tells me now that the whole ordeal was still not as painful to her as watching me suffer day in and day out, year after year, because of my eye. I find this impossible to believe. I know I suffered. I know that my whole life people have “watched me suffer” to the point of it becoming a family cliché. I know that I focused on my ugly eye until it defined my whole being. I no longer had peach skin, sapphire eyes, silky hair, the sweetest smile, and the most spunk. I had a squint. A deformity. I had something wrong with me, and it was the first thing people noticed.


My sister’s scar was hidden beneath her clothes. When we swam or bathed, friends marveled at her scar and wanted to touch it like it was a badge of honor, which it was. She had survived open-heart surgery, a stunning, blossoming, healthy little girl. My “scar,” my “mark of shame,” was right there in the fore-front of everyone’s vision, and it was uncomfortable to look at. And my subtle beauty, hidden behind the frames of my glasses, got lost in my sister’s pretty shadow.


All the doctors and eye specialists told my parents that I would only be allowed to have corrective cosmetic surgery to straighten my eye once my eyes were fully developed, because otherwise I would run the risk of the operation backfiring and my eye shooting outward in the opposite direction. The operation to correct my squint would have to wait until I was seventeen.


A few months before my sister’s operation, my father’s brother, who had been working in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), was killed in a car accident. My father flew his brother’s body back to Israel to be buried. It was then that he decided we would move as a family to Israel in search of a better life for us all and to be closer to his roots. He feared suffering the same fate as his brother, so far away from his birthplace. My mother agreed as long as it would mean a happier life for her children.


My father sold the house with the weeping willow, and we moved to the ground-floor apartment of a small two-story building within walking distance to a main road. We were saving up to begin our lives again. I started first grade at age five and a half. I had many friends and a definite strength of character. Then, shortly after my sixth birthday party, at which I dressed up as an athlete headed for the finishing line, we emigrated. We made aliyah to Israel, in search of a better life for our family, in a place where my parents could be happy and my sister and I could run free.


My mother hoped my father would find work easily and come home for siestas, and my father hoped my mother would settle in easily and find inspiration as an artist to do what she did best—paint. Instead, three months into our new life, my parents’ marriage was on the rocks, my father was still unemployed, and my mother was sinking daily, deeper and deeper, into a dark depression. My father took off on his motorcycle every morning in search of work and returned home late in the evenings with no luck. And my mother woke up every morning unable to bathe or feed herself and spent the days staring into space for hours on end, twirling her hair. The medication she was at last prescribed for her chronic depression only made it worse.


For me, however, those were the happiest days of my life. I was in my own world, independent at home and popular at school. I crossed the street to school on my own, arrived home to our apartment on my own, and went downstairs to play with my friends until evening. If there were no photographs of that time as proof that my parents were there with me, I might believe that I was living there entirely on my own, capable and strong, at age six. But there are photographs.


There is one in particular of my sister and me sitting on my mother’s lap on a Persian carpet in our apartment. Our ponytails are pulled back, and we both have short shiny bangs. We have happy faces on our T-shirts and are grinning and shrugging our shoulders to our ears and resting our hands on our knees. My mother is slumped like a lump of dough. Her expression is lifeless, like the still lifes she once painted as a teen. Her eyes are vacant, her hair frizzed, and her body fragile, as though she might crumble from our small bodies’ weight. Her shoulders are hunched, her chest is caved in, and her arms hang drooping by her sides as though they belong to a puppet with broken strings.


At some point my mother’s family stepped in, one after the other, to offer support. My uncle and aunt flew in from travels abroad, and my granny left my grandfather alone in South Africa for the first time in her life. Everyone came to “help out with the kids” while my mother went for checkups at a psychiatric hospital. I remember none of it. The adults decided, eighteen months after our arrival in Israel, without my sister and me knowing, that my mother would travel back to South Africa with us immediately, and my father would stay behind to sell the furniture and the apartment and to wrap things up. Once everything had been settled, he would return to South Africa, and they would make some decisions regarding their failing marriage.


One day, they sat my sister and me down on the rocking chair by the window. My father sat opposite us on a chair, and my mother knelt on the cold marble floor. It was late afternoon, and the air was muggy and hot. My sister and I wore flower skirts, matching T-shirts with rainbows, and buckle-up sandals. Braids hung over our shoulders. Together our parents broke the news to us about our imminent departure. “No, Daddy!” I said. “I’m not leaving.”
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