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Dedication
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For anyone who has ever felt trapped in their own body.
You are not alone.
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Chapter 1: The Waiting Room
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I don’t remember exactly how I ended up here—only that my body was shaking with anxiety and fear. A feeling I had spent years pretending I didn’t feel. I was here to face my reality and try to seek help. I didn’t even know what kind of help I was expecting. I just knew I couldn’t live like this anymore.

The waiting room was cold in the way hospitals always are—over-air-conditioned and impersonal. A few other people sat scattered around me: hospital staff, patients, the support people they brought with them. Did they feel as out of place and vulnerable as I did? The woman at the front desk greeted each person with the same friendly tone she had used with me.

Beyond the waiting room, the hospital was locked. The heavy security door buzzed open and shut, the sound echoing through my ears and making me even more uneasy. I had never been to this kind of hospital before.

I sat in an oversized wooden chair with a plastic cushion—the kind your skin sticks to if you’re wearing shorts. My legs were folded beneath me as I picked at my already sore, bleeding fingernails. The anxiety of what lay ahead kept building.

I had already filled out the paperwork. Address, phone number, female, five foot one, 96 pounds.

Ninety-six pounds.

The number pulsed in my mind, drowning out everything else. It gave me a false sense of accomplishment. A number I had worked for. A number I had wanted for so long.

And now I was here—desperately hoping someone could take that away. Make my mind stop caring. Make me stop wanting to be the smallest, sickest version of myself.

For a moment, I considered leaving. I had worked so hard for this number. Spent years chasing this body. Now that I had it... I didn’t think I could keep it.

But I had made the decision to come.

I needed to stay.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my husband sitting beside me. I was grateful he was there. I didn’t want to do this alone. But I also knew this was mine to face. He could support me, make it a little easier—but he couldn’t fight it for me.

As I sat, waiting for my name to be called, I found myself staring at the large fish tank across the room. The kind you’d expect in a hotel lobby or pediatric office—something meant to calm people down. Blue gravel lined the bottom. Bright coral reached upward in orange, pink, and electric green. A steady stream of bubbles rose from a hidden filter, breaking softly at the surface.

The fish drifted through the water as if they had nowhere else to be. Slow. Unhurried. A bright yellow one slipped behind a ceramic castle and reappeared moments later, unchanged. A striped angelfish hovered near the glass, suspended in a stillness I couldn’t imagine inside my own body.

Lucky fish.

They didn’t know what it was like to live inside a mind that never stopped. To spend every waking moment negotiating with hunger, numbers, guilt, and shame. They didn’t wake up calculating what they could eat, what they would need to undo, how far they would have to push their body just to make up for existing in it.

They simply floated. Waiting for someone else to decide when it was time to eat.

I envied them.

I stared long enough that my reflection began to appear in the glass, slowly forming over their quiet world. At first it startled me. Then it held me there.

I barely recognized the person looking back.

My face looked pale and tired, the skin beneath my eyes puffy with exhaustion. My collarbones jutted out—something I secretly loved. My oversized Pink Floyd hoodie hung loosely over my body, hiding everything underneath. My hands were clenched in my lap, fingers pressing crescents into my palms. Even sitting still, I looked tense—like someone bracing for impact.

I was exhausted.
Scared.
Ashamed.
How did I get here?

The question circled through my mind, just like the fish. How had the one thing that once made me feel safe brought me here—trembling in a hospital waiting room?

For years, I had called it control.

Control over food. Over hunger. Over the space I took up in the world. Control over what people could see. Even control over what I allowed myself to feel.

I’m an adult. I know about basic nutrition. I know what a body needs to stay alive and to thrive. Yet, my mind can’t seem to allow me to provide that basic nutrition for my body. 

Sitting there, staring at my reflection in the glass, I couldn’t lie to myself anymore.

It had never been control.

It was fear disguised as discipline.
Pain disguised as perfection.
Punishment disguised as safety.
A cage disguised as freedom.

A cage I had spent years building.

Every skipped meal had felt like strength. Every growl of my stomach, success. Every dizzy spell numbed something deeper I didn’t know how to face. The emptier my body became, the quieter everything else felt.

That was the lie.

When my mind was consumed by calories, scales, and rituals, there was no room left for anything else.

No room for fear.
No room for shame.
No room for old wounds.
No room for me.

That was the comfort of it. The hunger gave structure. The rules gave certainty. The scale gave validation. The emptiness felt like peace.

I thought I had found a way to survive.

Instead, I had built my life around disappearing.

A nurse walked past, clipboard in hand, snapping me out of my thoughts. Voices murmured at the front desk. A phone rang somewhere down the hall. The world around me moved in quiet, ordinary ways.

Inside me, everything felt catastrophic.

My children’s faces flashed in my mind—sticky fingers, bedtime stories, laughter at the dinner table. They deserved a mother who was present. Warm. Alive.

Not this version of me.

Not someone whose mind was always somewhere else. Not someone who feared food more than anything. Not someone too exhausted to fully show up.

The shame settled heavier than the fear.

I knew what this was doing to my body. To my heart. To everything. And still, knowing had never been enough.

Because this was never really about food.

Food was just the language my pain had learned to speak.

The real battle was older than this moment. Older than adulthood. Maybe older than I even understood.

It lived in the need to be smaller. Safer. Less visible. Less me.

I had spent years believing that if I could make my body small enough, my life would be easier to carry.

But now...

My life had become almost impossible to hold.

I leaned my head back and looked at the fish again.

For the first time in a long time, beneath the panic and shame, something else stirred. Not confidence. Not peace. Just... the faintest sense of relief.

I was here.

I hadn’t run.

For years, I had hidden—from doctors, from people who loved me, from the truth of what I was doing to myself. Now I was sitting in the one place I never imagined I would be.

A behavioral health hospital.

The kind for people whose minds
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