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I no longer clearly remember the first time | forced myself to throw up. What | do
remember is how inexpert | was and how long it took before | succeeded in actually
vomiting instead of just-gagging and retching. | began by ticking my finger down my
throat and wiggling it around, but this produced few results; it wasn't until articles
about bulimia appeared in women's magazines that | finally thought to use the

handle of a toothbrush instead of my forefinger. It became easy after that.

In my mid-teens, | was too young to believe | was anything but immortal. It didn't
occur to me that what | was doing was dangerous—instead, it seemed a smart and
practical way of coping with things. | went through months of throwing up once or
twice a day, then brief periods when | did not throw up at all, when | seemed to have
broken the pattern. Surely this meant | was in control. But by the time | turned 18,
the months of not throwing up had diminished to weeks, and when | was vomiting |
was doing it four, five, six times a day. | had become addicted to the sensation. It was
no longer a penance | had to perform after eating, but the reward at the end of a
binge. | loved the feeling | had after purging, of being clean and shiny inside like a
scrubbed machine, superhuman. | would rise from the bathroom floor, splash my
face with cold water, vigorously brush the acid from my mouth. | would take a wet
cloth, wipe off the vomit that had spattered my arms, and feel as energized as
someone who had just woken from a nap or returned from an invigorating jog
around the block. | felt as if everything disgusting inside me had been displaced so

that it was now outside myself. Not only all the food | had eaten, but my entire past.

No one could tell me to stop, not even my friends who eventually knew what | was
doing. They could not control this part of my life or any other. This was mine alone—
the chemical flower smell of the blue water in toilet, the vomit that shot out as a
burning liquid, drenching the sides of the bowl. After a session in the bathroom, a
certain emptiness would sing inside me, a sensation of having become a cage of
bones with air rushing through it. | craved this feeling so much | no longer cared what
| had to eat in order to vomit—I would cram clusters of bananas into my mouth, or
tubs of ice cream that lurched backup my throat in a thin and startlingly sweet

projectile.

When | left the bathroom, | felt like someone who had achieved some great thing—



climbed a mountain, written a book—and survived. | was overweight by only 10

pounds or so, but when | looked in the mirror all | saw was buttery flesh covering my
body. My stomach had become swollen and globular from the gorging and purging; |
had earned it the way other women earn washboard stomachs and lean waists from

hours of sit-ups and crunches at the gym.

As a child, I had been thin and healthy, with a flat belly and limbs that turned brown
in the summer. | had my first period when | was 11, and for the next several years the
blood welled out of me in thick, rust-coloured gouts that no tampons or pads could
contain. My body had somehow become a vessel filled with secret, terrible workings,
and | longed to make it translucent, pared-down, clean as a whistle. But the blood
spread in the shapes of clouds on my skirts and pants, for 10 to 12 days each month,
and my hips and breasts pressed outwards. | hated what was happening to my body,
once so straight and uninflected. | attracted the attention of one of my parents'
friends, who stared at the fuzzy-dark crook at the top of my thighs when | sat cross-
legged in front of him, who asked me to perform somersaults and splits while his
thick lips hung open with desire. My own father grew awkward around me, refusing
to touch me or meet my eyes, driven away by this growing body that forced him out
like a giant balloon expanding in a small room. | was in despair. | wanted to trick my
body back into childhood by starving it, but | was hungry all the time; | craved food
during the week prior to my traumatic periods. Sometimes | would consume a whole
bag of shortbread cookies or three chocolate bars; the sugar and fat would induce a

heavy, mucousy lethargy.

My breasts continued to develop, horrifying my mother, who frequently made me
undress in front of her so she could ridicule them. Her actions convinced me there
was something wrong with my body. She decided to put the whole family on a diet,
serving small portions of steamed fish and vegetables, chicken with the skin
removed. During dinner, and in the hungry hours of the evening that followed, she
would say over and over again, "It's because of you we didn't get enough to eat, that
we're going to bed hungry. Look at the sacrifices we're making for you." | would sit at
the dinner table, staring down at my plate with tears in my eyes, grief forming a hot,
choking knot in my throat. | would watch my father slowly raise his fork to his mouth
while my eagle-eyed mother watched me triumphantly, eating only half of what was

on her plate in order to set an example.

My mother was so thin and white that whenever | glimpsed her undressing behind a

half-closed door, her thighs looked like those of the Holocaust survivors | examined in



photographs in history class at school. Meanwhile, | began to put on weight, growing
chubby beneath sweatshirts and loose jeans. | stole chocolates from the drugstore,
bought greasy bags of day-old cookies from the bakery, consumed candies in a blind
rush on the mile-long walk from school to home. | crammed myself with food, yet |
hated food: its veils of grease, its sauces like paste. | hated its fragility beneath my
hands, could not beat the delicacy of pastry. But once | started eating, | could not
stop, and after | gave in | would again have to cope the feeling of satiation—a feeling

so uncomfortable and guilt-ridden it threatened to annihilate me.

| hated the unaccustomed thickness of my body, yet | took a secret, perverse pride in
the space | was filling up, the air | was pushing aside in the family home in order to
make room for myself. | looked in scorn upon my mother, who wore tiny pink
sweaters with pearl buttons, size XS. Her legs were like bleached sticks, the skin
white and crepey, her hipbones jutted visibly beneath her skirts, and she reminded
me of a starving cow, its ribs and hips holding up the tent of skin. At 13, | had grown
to match my father's weight. But at 130 pounds he was small for a man, his arms
straight, the biceps undefined. He was weak, useless in the battle that had sprang up
between my mother and myself. He would not protect me, he took no sides in the
daily tug-of-war for power. He merely absented himself, took the coward's way out.

For this, | knew, one day | would make him suffer.

| thought that if | were to physically fight my mother | could break her dry arms like
twigs. | could twist her skeleton between my hands; | could sit on her and suffocate
her. But it never came to that. Instead, with each pound | gained, my mother became
more controlling. | felt that in my entire world there was only one thing my mother
could not take away from me: my body. She was trying, of course, with her diets and
carefully calibrated meals and calorie counters set up around the kitchen. She
wanted to watch me day and night but in this she inevitably encountered frustration
and failure: she could not see the junk food | snuck between meals and hid between

textbooks and in my locker at school.

And it was driving my mother crazy, | began to realize. She tured to the only thing she
could control 24 hours a day: her own body. For every pound | gained, she lost one.
In Grade 9, when | came home from school | found her doing jumping jacks and
skipping rope in the living room, or following an aerobics show on television. She had
virtually stopped eating, complaining that | was doing enough eating for us both. Her
eyes grew large in her face, and her hair began to fall out in swirls that clogged up
the drain in the sink and the shower. When | stood up from the table and looked



down at my mother's skull, | could see the wide, white swathe of the part in her hair.

For a while, my father insisted that she eat, but he soon g e up and came home less
and less, always too late for the dinner hour, fraught as it was with its agonizing
tensions: my mother staring at me with fascination as | ate, her eyes transfixed with
hunger. | thought | could no longer stand it; | was as guilty as a murderer with every
bite. At night, I lay in my room contemplating suicide and listening to the footsteps of
my father pacing his study, waiting for his wife to fall asleep before daring to enter
their bedroom. When | trespassed there, | saw pink walls, pink curtains, a pink throw
on the queen-sized bed. The bedroom faced south, and all day the sun shone
relentlessly through the gauze curtains, revealing the motes of dust in the air. When |
opened the dresser drawer | found beautiful, tiny clothes, beaded and jewelled,
carefully folded and wrapped in plastic, as if their owner had already died. | knew
these clothes would never again be worn by my mother, and | would never be small
enough to wear them. | knew this was a source of bitterness in my mother's life—she
could not pass herself on to me; she could not live her life again through me. In order

to survive, | would have to deny my mother this second life and claim my own.

In the ensuite bathroom | found orange lipsticks dried to hard, wax nubs, cakes of
powder that crumbled at a touch, an old tube of KY Jelly squeezed from the bottom
like toothpaste. All of it seemed a shrine to my mother's glamorous past. She had
been a beauty in her youth, with thick hair that hung down to her waist, so much
hair it was almost impossible to bind into ponytails. She had pale skin and pink

cheeks like apple blossoms, and she wore short skirts and high heels to work.

What my mother didn't know was that | was already beginning to incorporate her
inside me. She didn't know that she was winning and that for the rest of my life |
would contain aspects of her—both the young beauty turning men's heads and the
wasted-figure doing sit-ups on the living room floor. | would grow up to wear contact
lenses and to put a wave in my hair; | would admire myself in mirrors and spend
small fortunes on clothes and cosmetics. Beneath this evidence of self-esteem,
though, | would learn to cultivate a parallel self-hatred: my thoughts would repeat
themselves obsessively; | would become compulsive in my behaviour, desperate for
control; | would avoid other women because | was afraid they would be like my
mother; and | would live at the mercy of my emotions, the endless stream of hatred

that poured out of my mouth when | bent over the toilet.

"You will never succeed at anything," my mother told me day after day. "You're like



your father—spineless, weak, good for nothing."

The last time | saw them, when | was 17 and they were in their 50s, he seemed
bewildered by what had happened to our family. She had become a confused,
agitated woman who plucked ceaselessly at the strap of her purse with an anguished
tie. She had become powerless to control me, this piece of herself that had

separated from her. She had lost me in her attempt to keep me forever.

| was 20 years old when | began to lose the feeling of immortality. | thought my body
would regenerate itself in time, that once again everything would be new and
resilient. But it only got worse. My body began showing signs of wear—my throat
constantly ached from throwing up, and when | opened my mouth | saw in the mirror
a red, inflamed pendulum dangling behind rows of teeth softened and eroded by
acid. My own teeth, once so enamel white—the sort of teeth parents thank God for;
the sort of teeth a man meeting me for the first time would go away remembering—
had, overnight it seemed, turned pitted and yellow, the back ones worn down to
shrunken saddles. When | looked in the mirror, they were translucent as X-rays,
made, it seemed, of water and putty. | began to brush more vigorously after each
purge, not knowing then that | was accelerating the process, scrubbing my teeth with

my own stomach acid.

| waited for the day when | would throw up blood. Already | could taste it at the back
of my throat, inching farther upward with each heartbeat. Now after vomiting, |
would rise shakily from my knees, gripping the edge of the counter for balance, my
heart knocking wildly in my chest. A column of flame speared me from my stomach
to my throat—my esophagus a two-edged blade in my chest, a tunnel set on fire, a

steel pole thrust through me.

Now when | threw up, | reeled from the pain. | was not throwing up half-digested
food, as | had for years, but what felt like complete objects—plastic balls, pieces of
Lego, nuts and bolts that tore at me as they came out of my body. Afterwards, my
stomach would hurt so much that for the rest of the evening any sustenance | sought
would have to be the sort given to a convalescent or a starvation victim: thin

porridge, vegetable soup, herbal tea.

I no longer thought of myself as a girl or a woman. | no longer felt sexual desire. | was
an "it," a conduit for a constant stream of ugliness that had to pass through it in

order for me to stay pure.



In some dim part of me, | knew that when | left my apartment to go out into the
street, other people did not see me as | saw myself. They did not recoil from me in
horror, as | expected. | knew | was a reasonably attractive young woman, like so many
young women in the city, neither fat nor thin. But | felt somehow grotesque and
abnormal. Strangers knew nothing of my secret; friends were helpless; my dentist
would only shake his head over my open mouth and tap his pencil along my teeth to

track the path of corrosion the vomit had left in its wake.

Once, in a determined moment, | called the Eating Disorders Clinic at St. Paul's
Hospital, but the waiting list meant | would not get in for a year. At that time, a year
seemed forever, so | did not add my name to the list. Surely in a year's time
everything would change, resolve itself. Twelve months later | called again, but by

this time the list was even longer, and again | did not add my name.

| finally stopped being bulimic nearly two years ago, when | was 22. It ended not
because of willpower or therapy or something so banal as an increased sense of self-
esteem. It ended because the pain from throwing up rendered the pleasure slight by
comparison. It ended when my softened teeth cringed at every mouthful and when |
woke several times each night with cramps wracking my stomach from one side of
my waist to the other. It ended when | arrived at the point where | could no longer
feel my feet. Months later, when | went to the doctor, he would diagnose it as an
electrolyte imbalance caused by the vomiting up of so many vitamins and minerals.
But for a long time, | didn't know what it was, and it frightened me—sometimes
when | stood up, | nearly fell over. My feet were like dead fish, cold and clammy,
disconnected from the rest of my body. Once in a while they flared suddenly to life, a
constellation of pins and needles, so that | could not bear to press my soles to the
floor. When | tried to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, | felt in the
underwater light of that hour as if | had transformed into the fairy-tale mermaid who

had chosen her lover over the sea: with each step, | landed on knife points.

By then | had also developed a hiatus hernia—a portion of my stomach protruded
through my esophagus—and my teeth became so compromised that one day one of

them simply disintegrated under pressure.

"Your tooth isn't going to grow back," the dentist said flatly, and it was then |
understood for the first time that my body did not possess some secret store of

replacement parts, that physical damage, like its psychological counterpart, left



marks that could remain a lifetime.

The last time | forced myself to throw up, it felt like internal surgery. Grief, love, rage,
pain—it all came pouring out, yet afterwards it was still there inside me. | had been
bulimic off and on for eight years, and in all that vomiting | had not purged myself of
any of the things that were making me sick.
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