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Mirror Image: 

 

 I looked around the room and wondered why my parents were paying $250 for 

this.  The therapist stared at me as if doing so would get me to speak.  I tried to find 

something to distract me.  The room was void of character or emotion.  A few potted 

plants were on the windowsill but the shades were down blocking them from sunlight.  If 

the shades were up, one would have a full view of Park Avenue.  The streets would be 

filled with a sea of yellow taxicabs.  It was 4:25 pm and kids were just getting out of 

school.  Girls in plaid skirts or navy blue jumpers and boys in khakis and blazers would 

be walking home with their nannies.  Those lucky enough not to go to a school in a 

uniform would be wearing Seven For all Mankind or Burberry.   

 When I had first arrived she asked me the same question she had asked every 

week, twice a week, for the past two months—what had I eaten that day?  I had not eaten, 

but I proceeded to lie about the scrambled eggs and toast that I had had for breakfast and 

the turkey sandwich I’d had for lunch. She asked how I’d felt after eating.  I stared into 

her eyes and said that I had felt fine—our eyes met for thirty seconds and I hoped that I 

had her convinced.  I stared back down at my red fingernails and used my thumb to chip 

at the nail polish.  Little red flakes rained down on my plaid uniform skirt.   

 In reality, I had made the eggs into an egg and toast sandwich and told my Mom I 

would eat it on the way to school.  When I got a block away I had thrown it into the 

trash—I never threw it out on my block just in case my Mom saw its remnants when 

throwing out her Grande Latte.   I always hoped that one of the homeless people sleeping 

outside of Park Avenue Synagogue had eaten it.  Instead I’d go to Starbucks on the way 



 2 

to school and got a Grande Soy Skinny Latte—I had myself trained so that it made me 

full enough to last through the day.  For lunch I would usually have an apple or orange 

cut into slices to make it last the entire time my friends were eating the ravioli, chicken 

cutlets or whatever the school’s chef had made for the hot meal that day.   

 I glanced down at my watch—my session would be ending in five minutes. She 

had tried relentlessly to get me to speak but I only replied with curt answers.  Every time 

I responded she would shift in her chair or switch which leg was on top as she crossed 

and re-crossed her legs.  Her stockings had a run in them. If I liked her, I would probably 

have suggested she use clear nail polish to keep them from running further.   

 “Elizabeth,” she said taking a deep breath, trying to mask her aggravation. Clearly 

the $250 wasn’t doing it for her.  She began again. “Elizabeth, I feel like we are having a 

communication gap—which isn’t helpful since this is talk therapy,” she chuckled at her 

joke.  

 I did not laugh.   

 “Elizabeth, you have to communicate with me;” the fake sugary sweetness that 

must have come from her cushy paycheck disappeared for a minute.   

 “Listen,” I said with far more harshness than I had expected, “You want to know 

why I can’t ‘communicate’ with you?  It’s because you go and ‘communicate’ back 

everything I tell you to my parents.”  

 I had caught her off guard.  She tugged down on the hem of her skirt-suit.  I 

waited, challenging her to come up with a response.   

 “Elizabeth;” the sugary sweet voice was back; “I do not tell your parents what you 

say.” 
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 “I have heard the voicemail messages.”  She was caught red-handed.  

 “They called me and I returned their calls.”   

  “Fine, then I guess we will continue to have our ‘communication gap.’”  I walked 

to the door.  

 “Your session is not over.” She stared down at her Cartier watch and I wondered 

how much of my parents’ money had gone to purchasing it.   

 “I have other places to be.”  I slammed the door startling the next patient so much 

that she dropped her copy of Time magazine.  I looked down at my watch, 4:45.  I had 15 

minutes left—in expensive Upper East Side psychiatrist terms $85.  I could have bought 

around 21 Grande Soy Lattes from Starbucks. Or, if a cup of coffee a day really cost 67 

cents like the woman on the Save the Children Commercials said, I could purchase 

around 120 cups of coffee.    

 As soon as I got outside I lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply.  I tried to avoid the 

disapproving glance a woman gave me.  She grasped her son’s hand a little tighter as if 

that could help her Ralph Lauren polo clad four-year old from becoming a 17-year old 

fuck-up like me.  I tossed down my cigarette and stomped out the flame with one of my 

Tory Burch patent leather flats then grabbed a piece of gum to mask the smell of the 

cigarette and turned the corner to my building.    

   When I unlocked the door to my apartment I was instantly hit with the smell of 

dinner.  Dinner was the part of the day I dreaded.  Luckily, it was a Tuesday so the next 

night I’d be at my Dad’s and as usual I’d be greeted with the note, “I had to stay at work 

late.  I’m sorry.”  My Dad now lived at 86th and Madison.  My Mom got the apartment 

when they had divorced over the summer.  They made me begin therapy shortly after the 
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divorce when, over the course of the summer, I went from a size six to a two.  At the 

time, I had overheard my Mom telling her friend that it was “just a phase.”  When the two 

turned into a zero they upped the therapy to twice a week and added a nutritionist.  I had 

perfected the pattern of basically skipping breakfast and lunch in order to appease my 

Mom by eating dinner.  

 “Hi, Honey you’re home! Dinner is ready.  Marilyn made your favorite.”  Marilyn 

used to fit under the cover of the term Nanny but since I was now 17 and didn’t need one 

my Mom’s reason for hiring her had become clearer.   Marilyn cooked and cleaned 

during the day while I was at school.  I once overheard my Dad talking angrily to his 

lawyers about why they settled with him still having to pay for Marilyn because she was 

part of my Mother’s “heath and well-being.” With the 15 minutes it would take my Mom 

to buy a rotisserie chicken at Dean and Deluca she instead spent on her day-to-day 

errands at such places as Elizabeth Arden Red Door Salon or getting Botox injections at 

Dr. Sobel’s Skin and Spa.  

 I walked to my room, threw down my school bag and shut the door. I stared at 

myself in the mirror—a ritual I had become used to.  I lifted my required white button 

down and looked at my stomach.  I sucked it in until I couldn’t any more.  That was what 

I wanted to look like.  When I looked like that I would be perfect. I was just on a diet I 

told myself.  I could stop whenever I wanted to—once I reached my goal.   

 “Honey, dinner is ready. Please come to the dinning room.”  I walked down the 

hallway and paused—my Mom’s new boyfriend, Robert, was there.  We sat at the huge 

dining room table that could fit at least fourteen people but held only the three of us.   

Robert removed his hand from its perching spot on my Mom’s thigh when he saw me 
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enter the room.  He stood up and pushed back a chair for me.  I was used to this kind of 

behavior from her recent string of boyfriends. They all must have read some Dating a 

Divorcee for Idiots guide containing pertinent information about gaining “points” with 

the said Divorcee’s daughter.  He pushed the chair back in.   

 Since the divorce, there had been Eli, an investment banker at Morgan Stanley 

who my mom met at an auction for my school.  He had granddaughter in the ninth grade 

there.   Their relationship didn’t last long—there probably wasn’t enough Viagra to keep 

it going.  After Eli there was Roger—who went by Roy—the art dealer in Chelsea who 

was twelve years younger than my mother.  I imagined that there had been other coffee 

dates along the way but those men were usually only in the apartment when my mom 

thought that I would be out late.  

 Once Robert was re-situated he asked me the age-old question:  Where did I want 

to go to college?  I told him I wasn’t sure and continued poking and rearranging my 

salmon and rice.   

 “You know, Elizabeth, if you are at all interested in Yale we could all drive there 

one weekend and visit it,” All of Robert’s daughters had gone to Yale.   Rumor had it that 

when his youngest daughter, Georgina, was seven years old her grandmother had asked 

her where she wanted to go to school.  She said Yale and the first of a string of family 

donations, the Edwards Wing of one of the libraries, was built.    

 “Speaking of colleges,” my Mom interjected, “you should go because Vincent 

will be here any second.  Here, don’t forget to give him these checks.”  She handed me a 

check for $250 for the SAT Tutor session and $230 for the practice test that he 

administered in his apartment on Saturday mornings.   During breaks between sections, 
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my friend Melissa and I would buy Ritalin off one of the Columbia Prep kids who sat in 

front of us.   I left confident in the relocation of my salmon and rice—not that my Mom 

wouldn’t be too busy with Robert to notice if I had eaten.  I got up and as I closed the 

French doors, Robert’s hand reappeared on my mother’s thigh.   

 After the session I went back to my room and stared at the AP Economics, AP 

English, AP Physics and AP American History books that were sprawled on my desk.  I 

needed a cigarette.  I tossed a pack of cigarettes, my Blackberry and my wallet into my 

mom’s old Chanel quilted purse and left the apartment.  If my mom asked where I was 

going I’d mumble “Starbucks” and continue out the door.  When I got near enough away 

I fumbled with the lighter—my index finger kept shaking—my hunger always started 

getting to me this late at night.  I felt a tap on my shoulder.  I spun around and saw Robert 

hovering over me.  I dropped my cigarette.   

 “I thought that was you.  I’ll keep this just between us,” he said, “as long as you 

quit.  Smoking kills, you know?” He acted like he was letting me in on a secret and it 

sure was good he told me.  How could I not have realized that smoking kills?  It’s not like 

my $35,625 a year education from Kindergarten to junior year hadn’t included five 

different heath education courses. I was about to voice my sarcastic remarks but he 

turned on is English Leather shoes and strutted down the block.   

 I grabbed another cigarette and battled with the lighter again.  My Blackberry 

started vibrating.  I opened the text message.  It was Jason.  The text read, “Lets do 

something.  Now.  I’ll meet you outside in 5.”  Jason lived around the block and we had 

been hooking up for a couple of weeks.  We had met at a homecoming party at a loft 

downtown.  As promised, I saw him walking down the block towards me in his Barbour 
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coat a few minutes later.  He grabbed my cigarette between his two fingers and inhaled 

opening his mouth to let the smoke escape.  We walked toward his townhouse. Luckily, 

his parents lived on the third floor and they had never heard or seen us enter.  Really, how 

would he introduce me:   

 “Hey Mom and Dad this is this girl I’m hooking up with…don’t worry it’s 

nothing serious.” 

  Or worse: “Hey Mom and Dad this is my current Fuck Buddy. Actually, let me 

clarify, we don’t actually fuck but we’ve done everything but that.”  Much to his dismay 

and constant pleading we had not had sex.  I told him that it was because we weren’t even 

dating we were just hooking up.  Really, I wasn’t planning on having sex with anyone 

anytime soon.   Even with the lights off, the thought of me on top of him with my fat 

hanging down, jiggling when we moved, freaked me out.  Plus, my friend Rachel had sex 

with him when they were both wasted one time and she said that he kept trying to turn on 

the lights.  That was definitely not happening.   

 Almost an hour later I stared at my watch.  He took out two shot glasses and 

maneuvered a tequila bottle from under his bed.   

 “To celebrate my A for the term in Macro,” he said as if that were an excuse for 

drinking at 1:00 am on a Tuesday.   

 “Fuck,” I mumbled standing up to put my bra back on.  He tried to grab my waist 

and get me to lie back on the bed with him. 

 “Jesus, Elizabeth, I can see all of your ribs.”   

 “Wow, Jason, you really know how to charm a girl,” I replied rolling my eyes and 

buttoning my white dress shirt.  I hoped he hadn’t noticed my stomach hanging over my 
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uniform skirt.  I couldn’t afford the calories in the shots or to spend more time away from 

the AP American History test practice and Physics problem-set I had due at 9:35 am and 

2:00 pm, respectively.      

 Fifteen minutes later, I snuck back into the apartment without my mom noticing.  

I walked into my room and grabbed a piece of gum from my purse to assuage the hunger 

pains I felt. I sat down at my books and the anxiety set in.  My heart beat uncontrollably 

quickly in my throat and the room began to spin.  The normal fears rushed through my 

head—if I didn’t do well on my tests and papers I wouldn’t get into a good college, not to 

mention an Ivy.  If I didn’t get into a good college, what was the point of all of the hard 

work I had done and the “resume-padding” summer community service trips to third 

world countries?  Not to mention the $427,500 tuition spent on my education.  I was 

currently in the top ten percent of my class but that wasn’t good enough—not when I had 

to compete with people who had formed their own geometric proofs or had published 

novels by the age of 17.  There were geniuses in my grade who didn’t have to study to do 

well but what made me angrier were the students whose parents were more than willing 

to donate buildings or tens of thousands of dollars to get their kids into school.  The other 

day I had overheard a conversation among three of the biggest slacker girls in my grade.  

Their conversation went along the lines of:  

 Student A (a.k.a. “I should have been kicked out for my sub-par grades multiple 

times but my parents are Platinum Donors to Saint Mary.”): “I’m not nervous about 

getting into college.  My Dad just gave $800,000 to Brown so I think I’ll be fine.” 
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  Student B (a.k.a. “I have a tutor for every single subject and he doesn’t mind 

creating summaries of the readings and “helping” me write my essays.”): “My Dad just 

donated $900,000 to Penn plus he was just the cover story in their monthly magazine.” 

 Student C (a.k.a. “I frequently do lines of cocaine off a music stand during 

Orchestra.”):  “Well, my parents just donated another wing of a library at Yale.”   

 This was what I had to compete with.  The room continued to spin and my heart 

pounded faster.  I gripped the arms of my desk chair and lifted myself up.  I walked into 

the kitchen and opened up the drawer where my Mom kept her medications and took my 

favorite combination: a Klonopin for my stress and one of the pills of Ritalin I had 

bought from the kid in front of me at the mock-SAT.  The Klonopin bottle said to take it 

with food so I grabbed five Wheat Thins and walked back to my desk.    

 I meant to stay up the entire night working on my paper and studying for my test.  

When Marilyn came in to wake me up, she found me asleep at my desk—still in my 

uniform.   

 “Elizabeth,” she put her hand on my shoulder to rouse me.   

 “Elizabeth.  Wake up.  Your mom had to leave early for her weekend in 

Connecticut with Robert.  She says she loves you and to stay at your dad’s for the rest of 

the week.  Get ready. I have your favorite breakfast for you, chocolate chip pancakes.”   

 “Thanks Marilyn.  I actually have to go to school early this morning but thanks 

for making the pancakes.”  She looked disappointed as she left the room to allow me to 

change.  I put on my second set of the exact same uniform and as much mascara and 

eyeliner as the school would allow.  I sped-walked down the long hallway to the kitchen 

and Marilyn handed me two slices of toast with peanut butter. 
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 “I wouldn’t want you to go hungry,” she handed it to me.  “Be safe and have a 

good day,” she said walking me to the door.   

 “Thanks Marilyn you too,” I always felt worse throwing out the breakfast she 

made me and wished I made my own bed that morning and had not left my dirty clothes 

on the floor. 

 Instead of tossing my sandwich in the sidewalk trash, I decided to try to give it to 

a homeless person.  I saw a man in a black trench coat standing outside the Chase Bank 

around the corner from school.  He held what looked like an empty Grande Starbucks cup 

and was talking to himself.  I went up to him and kindly offered him my toast.  He looked 

dumbfounded.   

 “I have to go,” I figured he said it to whatever imaginary friend he might have 

been talking to.  When he touched his ear I realized I had made the mistake that was 

confusing New Yorkers everywhere.  The invention of Bluetooth devices had made it 

impossible to differentiate the crazy people talking to themselves from those sealing 

multimillion-dollar deals.    

 “I’m so sorry,” I said.  My heart dropped.  I tried to turn away. 

 “You thought I was homeless?”  He asked and I could see that his coat was 

Burberry.  I guess his question was rhetorical because he continued, “I live on Park 

Avenue.  I work at Sullivan and Cromwell. I’m waiting for my wife to leave the bank.” I 

wished I could melt through the grates on the sidewalk, even though I was fully aware of 

the rats and trash that would meet me below.   

 He continued, “You just interrupted my conference call to my biggest clients…in 

Beijing.”   
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 “I am so sorry.”  I stammered.  Instead of waiting for a response, I pirouetted on 

my Chanel quilted ballet flats and walked up the block as fast as possible.  When I got to 

the corner, I threw my toast into the trashcan and went into Starbucks.  $4 and a 15-

minute line later, I turned the corner to my school just in time for first period.  Instead of 

using lockers, students left their book bags otherwise known as Chanel, Coach, Marc 

Jacobs, Vineyard Vines, Longchamp, Hermes, Herve Chapelier and Chloe on the hallway 

floors.  I took out my AP American History notebook in case I had time to cram before 

the test and dropped my Longchamp in the hall.   

 As I sat down at my desk, I started feeling dizzy.  Luckily, I always had a 

Klonopin stored in the pocket of my folder.  My fingers shook as I tried to hold onto the 

little yellow pill.  I took a sip of my latte and hoped the medicine would set in soon.  The 

teacher hadn’t arrived yet, so Melissa turned to me, 

 “Liz, do you have an extra K,” she asked eyes wide.  We had our own code names 

in our attempt to be discrete.  As my best friend, she knew of my affinity for Klonopin 

and Ritalin.  She noticed my hand shaking uncontrollably as I tried to hand her a pill.   

 “Liz have you eaten anything today?” she must have assumed my the answer 

because she continued, “Did you eat anything yesterday at least?”  No response.  “Liz, I 

think I’m getting kind of worried about you.  I know it’s just a diet but I think it may be 

getting too intense.”  I hated it when she pretended to care about my weight.  She was 

dieting too and was definitely just jealous that I was a 0 while she was still a 2.   

 Thankfully, Mrs. Kensington, our teacher walked in before the conversation could 

escalate.  She handed out the exams.  I breezed through the first two multiple choice 

questions but when I got to the third question I wasn’t sure if the answer was Gitlow v. 
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New York, Powell v. Alabama, NYT v. Sullivan or Roth v. US.  Shit.  Fuck.  I was such a 

moron. How could I not remember which one of them was correct?  The room started to 

spin more and I had trouble breathing.  I scanned to the next question but again didn’t 

know which one was right.  The room was spinning faster.  I fearfully turned to the essay: 

“Identify which provision of the 14th Amendment was applied in one of the following 

Supreme Court cases: Brown v. Board of Education of Topeaka Kansas, Baker v. Carr, 

Regents of the University of California v. Bakke. For the case you select, explain the 

significance of the decision in U.S. politics.”  I literally had no idea.  The test counted for 

25% of my semester grade.  I quickly peeked at Melissa’s test but I couldn’t see her 

answers.  I looked around the room and everyone seemed to be briskly circling their 

multiple choice answers or vigorously writing their essays.  I saw a student raise her hand 

for another blue book—how could she be using another one when I hadn’t even filled one 

page of mine?    

 The room would not stop spinning.  I thought I was going to throw up so I started 

to run to the bathroom.  I heard a high-pitched buzzing in my ear—sort of like the noise 

that happens when someone holds an elevator door for too long.  The room started to turn 

black, with green and yellow dots.  The buzzing got more intense.   

 The next thing I knew, Mrs. Kensington was standing over me and the school 

nurse, Mrs. Moore, was at her side.  Most of my classmates were staring at me, although 

some of the multi-taskers managed to stare while continuing to work on their multiple 

choice or essays.  

 “Are you alright?” A slightly blurry Mrs. Moore asked me.  It took what seemed 

like a few minutes for me to answer. 
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 “I’m alright…I think,” I moved my arms and tried to lift myself up.  I couldn’t do 

it.  I started crying and salty mascara filled tears ran down my face.  I was humiliated.   

 “It’s going to be okay,” Mrs. Moore said.  Melissa ran into the room with a 

container of orange juice and a banana.  “Drink this,” Mrs. Moore said handing it to me 

as Melissa pealed the banana.   

 Half of a banana (roughly 15 calories) and a cup of orange juice (maybe 40 

calories) later I was able to get up.  Mrs. Moore held her arm around me as I walked out 

of the classroom.   

 “Elizabeth, don’t worry you can finish your exam tomorrow,” Mrs. Kensington 

said, trying to reassure me as I left the classroom—as if that were the most important 

thing on my mind right then.   

 I laid back in one of the infirmary beds.  Mrs. Moore came in with a bottle of 

Ensure and told me she was trying to reach my parents.  Ensure—a dieter’s worst 

nightmare at 350 calories per bottle.  Mrs. Moore informed me that she was unable to get 

through to my mother because she was in a facial and my dad was on an important 

conference call and couldn’t pick me up.  She let me know that the company’s Town Car 

was booked but would be picking me up at the end of the school day.  I fell asleep for 

hours until Mrs. Moore woke me up to meet the Town Car. 

 As I settled into the plush leather cushions of the Town Car, I turned on my ipod 

and must have drifted to sleep.  When the driver woke me up, I realized that the car had 

stopped in front of a moderately large house with an expansive front yard.  The driver 

came around and opened my door but I couldn’t move. A woman in a black skirt suit 
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with a pair of hideous crock heels greeted me at the car.  She extended her hand to me 

and introduced herself. 

 “Hello Ms. Williams, I am Lisa.  If you follow me I can help explain everything.” 

Unless she could explain her choice in purchasing crock heels I didn’t want to budge.   

 “Please,” she smiled and for some reason I trusted her and left the safety of the 

Town Car.  She held my hand to lead me into the house but I pulled away.  She opened 

the door and from the foyer I could see a large dinning room where we must have 

interrupted a meal.  The room held twenty women of various ages who all paused for a 

minute and stared at me.  I looked down and continued walking with Lisa.  We 

approached a small room with a desk and a small bowl of fake flowers.  She shut the 

door. 

 “Ms. Williams.  I know this might be a tiny bit startling for you.  I actually wasn’t 

aware that you didn’t know that you were coming here.”  She stared at me with her hazel 

eyes as if she were trying to assure me that she was someone I could trust.  I stared at the 

ground and fiddled with the tie on my Chanel ballet shoes.  I tried to remind myself to be 

confident and take charge of the situation but all I felt was confusion. 

 “You are at Walden.  It is a center for women with eating disorders.  We 

specialize in anorexia nervosa, bulimia, binge-eating disorder and other eating disorders.” 

I was pretty sure that her explanation was straight from one of the pamphlets on her desk 

with a women sitting on a dock with a pond behind her smiling while staring up at the 

sky.  Who decides what image they use for pictures of eating disorders?  It wasn’t as if 

being here at Walden would suddenly turn me into some hippy guru meditating by a pond 

in order to feel at peace with my body.  
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 “There must have been a mistake,” I stammered letting the ribbon from my ballet 

flat fall to the floor.  I stared into her eyes.  “I do not have an eating disorder. I am just on 

a diet.  I know I fainted today but I can explain.  I wasn’t feeling well it wasn’t that I 

hadn’t eaten.  It was just a really long day and I was nervous for my test and I just—I 

don’t know—freaked out.”  I knew I was rambling so I took a deep breath before 

continuing. “I am fine.  As soon as I leave I’m going to stop the diet.  I promise.  I was 

just trying to lose a couple pounds.” 

 “Elizabeth,” she said and I heard actual sympathy in her voice, “I understand how 

you are feeling.  This is very confusing and a lot of women feel similarly when they come 

here—especially in cases like this where it wasn’t their choice.  Things will get easier.”   

 “No really.  I promise I’m fine.  Really,” I tried to convince her but my chin 

started to quiver and as I looked down a tear slipped down my cheek.  She handed me a 

box of tissues and came around the oak desk and sat in the chair next to mine.  She pulled 

out a tissue and handed it to me.   

 “Please, Elizabeth, trust us.  We can help you.”  I let out a forceful sob and 

suddenly I couldn’t stop crying.  After what felt like eternity we left her office and 

walked up a spiral staircase into a wing with bedrooms.  She opened the door to a small 

room with twin size bed a matching white wooden dresser a white desk propped against 

the window.  

 “Let me leave you alone to get situated,” Lisa said resting her hand on my 

shoulder,  “Please come back downstairs whenever you are ready.” 

 All of my schoolbooks were laid out on top of my desk and I could tell that 

Marilyn had put them there.  They were ordered in alphabetical order by the title of the 
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book just like Marilyn always arranged my books when I left them in a messy pile on my 

desk.  I quickly opened the dresser drawers and saw my clothes folded neatly.  I started 

crying harder when I walked in and saw my favorite stuffed animal, a duck that I’d had 

since I was four, propped up on the headboard.   

 The mysterious errand that the Town Car was on was probably driving all of my 

belongings to Walden.  I looked through my purse for my phone to see if my parents had 

tried to contact me but I couldn’t find it in my bag.  I decided to go downstairs to see if I 

could find Lisa to get my phone back.  When I got downstairs Lisa greeted me and had 

me meet with Mrs. Reinhart, the program’s head nurse.  We sat down in Lisa’s office 

again so that she could explain some aspects of the program to me.  She explained that 

the inpatient part of the program involved communal bathrooms monitored by nurses, 

communal mealtimes monitored by nurses, group therapy sessions run by on-sight 

psychiatrists, private therapy sessions, daily weigh-ins, mind-body therapy and art 

therapy.   

 Mrs. Reinhart handed me the strict schedule that I would have to keep while I was 

there: 

 6:15—I would wake up to be weighed and to have a nurse check my vital signs.  
 8:30—I would have breakfast with the rest of the women in the group and the  
 nurses.  
 9:15—I would set my goals for the day such as trying to eat certain proportions of 
 the days meals. 
 10:00—I would go for a walk outside to get fresh air before snack time (like I was 
 5) and planning the menu for the day.   
 1:15—I’d have to listen to Mrs. Reinhart speak to us about how eating disorders  
 could be destructive—I could already tell that because it lead me to this  
 place.   
 12:30—I’d have to have lunch with the nurse watching. 
 1:15—I’d have to do group therapy. 
 2:00—I would have 45 of “leisure time” to do whatever I wanted a.k.a all of my 
 homework for classes.   
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 2:45—I’d have to have yet another snack before Mind-Body Therapy—yoga, 
 stretching, walks or meditation (maybe I would actually turn into the hippy on the 
 packet).     
  4:30—I’d have arts and crafts time and journal writing time (it was like 
 “Kindergarten for Anorexics”).   
 5:30—I’d have dinner and would meet with a therapist for Mood Monitoring.  
 6:15—I’d have to have to meet with one of the nurses to review the goals I had 
 made for the day and see which ones I had met.   
 7:00—I’d have Visiting Hours and more fun filled “leisure time.”  
 8:30—I’d have another snack until Group Therapy. 
 9:00— I’d have “leisure time” from 9:30 until lights out at 11:00.    
 

Unfortunately, all of my “leisure time” would be spent with the tutor that my parents had 

hired to teach me the Saint Mary Curriculum until I could go back to school.     

 I had made it in time for dinner.  I went into the main dining room where all of the 

other women were sitting. I sat down next to a girl who looked around fourteen.  She 

wore a bright pink velour Juicy pantsuit.  Her face was hollow.  I introduced myself and 

Hannah introduced herself to me.  We spoke for awhile and I found out that she had been 

there for three months.  She was from the suburbs but we knew some of the same people.  

One of the nurses who was monitoring our eating came over to us to remind us that 

mealtime would be over soon and that we had to continue eating.  I tried my best to push 

around the Cesar Salad on my plate.  Before I could move it around too much Hannah 

started crying. 

 “I can’t eat this.  I’ve always been the fat girl in school.  I don’t want to continue 

being fat.  Everyone else is so skinny.  All the other girls are so skinny.  I can’t keep 

being the fat girl.”   

 The nurse started trying to console her and put her hand on Hannah’s skeletal, 

shaking frame,  

 “Lets talk about this and how you feel.  Could you try eating a few bites of it?” 
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She started sobbing harder,  

 “I can’t eat this.  I can’t.  Please.”  She pleaded with the nurse.   

 “Okay.  I understand what you are going through.  I just need you to know that if 

you can’t eat this food you might have to start using the IV and the Feeding Tube again.”   

 She continued sobbing and one of the nurses and therapists walked her into 

another room for a therapy session.   

 A nurse announced that it was time for an Art Therapy session.  I walked into the 

room at there were huge sheets of butcher paper on the walls and a huge barrel of Sharpie 

Markers in the center of the room.  The therapist asked us all to draw what we thought 

our bodies looked like.  The project reminded me of the drawings that little kids do when 

they trace their friend’s bodies with a thick piece of chalk.  I reluctantly took a pen and 

drew what I thought that I looked like.  I tried to draw the same protruding stomach that I 

always saw hanging over my uniform skirt or ruining pictures but had difficulty drawing 

it on two-dimensional paper.   The woman then went around the room asking girls to 

stand up against the paper.  She traced their bodies and the difference between the 

original drawing and the actually frame was very apparent.  She then asked girls to write 

down all of the problems that they saw on the picture of their actual body.  Girls wrote 

down issues with their body that I had never thought of before.  They wrote about their 

stomachs, their ribs, their breasts, their calves, and their thighs.  By the time she got to 

my picture, every part of the body imaginable, had been marked as a problem area by one 

girl or another one.  When she got to my picture the one that she drew was very similar to 

the actual shape of my body.   



 19 

 After the session the Art Therapist came to my Private Therapy session and 

explained that sometimes people aren’t anorexic because of how they feel about their 

body but are anorexic in order to maintain control over some aspect of their lives.  My 

therapist from home had gotten permission from my parents to fax my records to the 

therapists at Walden.  The therapist noted that my decline in weight started around the 

time of my parent’s separation and divorce.   She explained that Anorexia is often seen as 

the development of control issues.  She explained that, the spiral towards anorexia 

usually occurs when people perceive that they had lost control of their lives.  She asked 

me if my parent’s divorce had made me feel like I lost all control.  I said no but didn’t 

explain.  I did lose control in the divorce—my mom had had an affair and the divorce 

was messy but clearly I couldn’t have controlled any of it.  Really, it wasn’t the divorce 

that made me lose control it was my classes, the constant pressure to do well in school, 

and the life or death emphasis to get into “good” college.   She continued explaining that 

anorexics control their food intake in order to reaffirm control over their lives.  I didn’t 

understand how the tight military-like schedule that was a day at Walden would make 

anyone feel more in control.  If anything it seemed like such a strict schedule and being 

forced to eat would make girls like Hannah strive for more control and thus not want to 

eat.  I wasn’t nearly as bad as Hannah.  The only thing that stressed me out was the fact 

that my grades in AP US History were slipping, my second round of the SAT and ACT 

tests were coming up and I was being institutionalized when I was only like 5 pounds 

away from my goal weight.  Still, if they wanted to see me accept the fact that I couldn’t 

control all aspects of my life and see that controlling my diet would not help me regain 

control I could appease them.  
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 The next morning I woke up at 6:00 for my first weight-in at 6:15.  I looked 

through my purse and all my jean pockets for as many quarters and coins that I could 

find.  I stuffed them in the pockets of my jeans and then two minutes before going down 

to be weighed I drank two bottles of water.  When I got downstairs they had me take off 

all of my clothing and put on a robe.  Luckily, they allowed me to change in privacy so I 

didn’t have to worry about the contents of a small vending machine coin collection 

falling out of my pockets.  I hoped that the water would add enough weight that I would 

look more like their goal weight while still maintaining my own ideal weight.  

 There was no way that I was going to compromise all of my hard work.  I didn’t 

need or want to be at Walden and all I needed was to do enough to get out.  Even when I 

got out my parents would probably watch me even closer—but that would only last a few 

weeks—then they’d go back to working late or going away for the weekends.  I went 

downstairs for breakfast and made sure to eat as much of the stack of pancakes as I could.  

Butter mixed with sugary syrup dripped grossly down the side of the pancakes.  I wanted 

to gag but knew that I had to eat it and that later, if need be, I could stick my fingers 

down my throat to throw it up.  I had only done that a handful of times before, like on my 

birthday when people always insisted that I eat a piece of cake, but I’d do it if I had to.  I 

sat next to Hannah and she started crying again when the nurses tried to coax her into 

eating her pancakes.  I sat calmly next to her cutting the stack of pancakes into small 

squares then eating them.  The nurses left the room to help Hannah and a woman seated 

across from me.  Now there was only one nurse watching over the breakfast table.  One 

woman asked to use the restroom and the solitary nurse looked stressed.  Nurses had to 

follow women to the bathroom and stand quietly outside the door to make sure that they 
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didn’t vomit whatever they had eaten.  She asked the woman if she could wait until one 

of the other nurses returned but, after ten minutes, she decided to escort her to the 

bathroom.  I quickly mashed up all the squares of pancake so it looked more like I had 

eaten.    

 I continued mashing up my food as often as possible but after a course of a month 

I gained six pounds. The nurses and my parents—who had only come to visit once—were 

impressed enough with my progress that they agreed to let me begin outpatient treatment.  

When I began seeing my old therapist again she asked me the same question she had 

always asked—what had I eaten that day?  I had not eaten, but I proceeded to lie about 

the scrambled eggs and toast that I had had for breakfast and the turkey sandwich I’d had 

for lunch. She asked how I’d felt after eating.  I stared into her eyes and said that I had 

felt fine—our eyes met for thirty seconds and I hoped that I had her convinced.  I stared 

back down at my red fingernails and used my thumb to chip at the nail polish.  Little red 

flakes rained down on my plaid uniform skirt.   

 


