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“The first sin was a woman eating.” 

—Ruth Gibbs, “Faithful Food”

“What nourishes me destroys me.”

—Leslie from America’s Next Top Model Cycle 6’s lower-abdomen tattoo
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Introduction

I’m in my bed. I’m always in my bed, always sweating an imprint of myself onto the sheets, always letting crumbs and streaks of grease land on the once-pristine white duvet cover I never take the time to roll up and off the mattress.

I’m eating. I’m always eating. It’s pizza this time, drunkenly ordered off Seamless from the back of the Lyft home from the bar after yet another mildly disappointing night out. It doesn’t taste good or bad, not after the first few bites. Once I get into my groove, each slice is a blissful nothing, the swallowing of the crust a hard push against my throat that is quickly mellowed by the next still-hot, pliant bite of cheese and sauce dissolving in my mouth.

Nothing much happened tonight—nothing more than any other Saturday night in my recent past: my friends and I gathered for drinks at someone’s apartment before heading to the club. I wore a dress I thought I liked that turned out to fit me wrong, gaping open at the chest every time I reached my arms up to dance. I struck out with a girl I’d been eyeing across the dance floor, a girl whose name I never quite learned but whose implied rejection stung nonetheless. It’s these nights—the nights where I wade into the gap between my rosy perception of my New York life and its actual, lived reality—that most reliably lead to a binge. Sometimes they don’t, but when they do, it always feels inevitable, as though no other outcome was remotely possible.

Every binge is the same. That’s not true, of course; I’ve binged in the darkened kitchen of my childhood home, in my best friend’s bathroom, in my dorm bed, in a shabby Russian hostel, in the economy lounge at Paris’s Charles de Gaulle Airport, in a tiny LA one-bedroom shared with a roommate and in more places than I can possibly list. Each of those separate binges was precipitated by its own set of circumstances, but there’s something flattening about the act of binge eating itself—of shoving food furtively into my mouth as quickly and passively as I can—that makes each individual binge feel tethered to the one before it, like beads strung on a common thread. This is who I am, my brain dully reminds me as I eat, and when I’m mid-binge, there on my bed, junk-food wrappers and paper bags surrounding me like confetti from the world’s loneliest parade, I have trouble steeling myself enough to fight off the thought. It’s so much easier to sigh, give in, sprint to the kitchen for a spoon or a fork, lock the bedroom door, and let the tide of numb eating carry me out.

The way it works, roughly, is this: something happens, as big as a breakup or a firing or as small as a tiff with a friend or a favorite earring lost, and an hour or a day or a week later, I start to feel the gnawing, seductive urge to binge. Not that I’d ever call it “bingeing” in my head, mind you; when the binge is still ahead of me, rather than a fait accompli, I tell myself I’ll keep it to one croissant, one full-fat iced latte, one Pop-Tart from the office kitchen, one “forbidden” food item to fix my bad mood. I probably don’t have to tell you that it’s never just one, and what’s “forbidden” quickly becomes unprecious by way of glassy-eyed repetition.

The primary condition of my bingeing has always been solitude—solitude, and a desire to no longer be. The “purest” pleasure I can liken it to is the feeling of swimming way out in the ocean, the way I used to when I lived in Los Angeles, driving out to Malibu and letting my rusty Subaru bake in the early-morning sun while I dove beneath the waves. I’d breaststroke and crawl my way out, far out, past the buoys, past the point where any sensible lifeguard would have blown their whistle, and then I’d float, suspended in salt, my limbs pale and blissfully irrelevant beneath the dark, deep water. What I was doing was dangerous, I knew, and I eventually stopped making a habit of swimming out quite so far, but I feel like I return to that weightless, consequence-free place in the water every time I binge. When I binge, I’m not possessed of a body, not weighed down by breasts and hips and stretch-marked flesh; I am just a hand moving fork to mouth, two eyes fluttering and slowly closing to sleep off the worst of the food-induced nausea and indigestion.

I first became aware of Lee Price’s “Women and Food” series, in which the New York–based artist captures herself in the act of binge eating, in a 2014 article for a popular online women’s publication. My initial reaction was to recoil from the article’s framing, which seemed to present binge eating as “something we all do, right?”—a cheeky foible along the lines of Bridget Jones’s penchant for cigarettes and wine units. When I saw Price’s paintings, though, the thought came to me unbidden: Oh, no. Nobody’s supposed to see this. In the paintings, Price is always alone, usually in her bed or in a bathtub, ringed with garlands of Twinkies and Lay’s and Chinese takeout; in Jelly Donuts (2010), the most striking image of the series, she’s lying on a white bed in a pristine white tank top and panties, eyes fixed upward, one hand to her mouth, the scarlet filling of a jelly donut staining her midsection like a gunshot wound. All the days and nights I’d filled with food, all the time I’d spent sweating and groaning atop my mattress—because binge eating, whatever else it might be, is intensely physical, even as it seems to momentarily anesthetize the body—Price had trained a floodlight on them, and I could neither look too closely nor look away.

“My use of the bird’s-eye view gets interpreted as a voyeurism thing or a God’s eye view a lot—it’s neither. It’s the subject looking down on herself—observing herself in the act of the compulsive behavior, being completely aware of what she is doing but unable to stop,” Price told The Other Journal in a 2011 interview. All these years later, I’ve still never heard a better description of what I am, what I do to myself; I know what I’m doing, know the thick-tongued, crusty-eyed regret I’ll wake to the next morning, yet I can’t seem to will myself to stop. There are no crazy stories to characterize my addiction, no adrenaline-spiking capers or wild nights out: There’s just me, lying oily-stomached and prone in the aftermath of a binge, just like Price in her 2008 painting Asleep, which shows her curled up on her side in bed with her eyes closed, pastel-iced cupcakes fanned out all around her. It’s a beautiful image, in the classical sense—Price could be Ophelia in the famous Sir John Everett Millais painting, eyes unseeing as her body is carried downstream—but the empty wrapper by her head and the streak of frosting on her knee are the clues that tell the real story to those of us in the know, those of us who look at a supermarket cereal aisle or a Burger King TV commercial and see our own slow-motion undoing.

Like Price, my tastes in binge food are wholly and unreservedly American. If it’s sweet, salty, or of a color not found in nature, chances are good I’ve binged on it at least once. As a child growing up in Italy, I lusted after Oreos, cramming them in my mouth hand over fist whenever friends from the US would bring them over in their checked luggage, waiting for my parents to be suitably distracted before absconding to my bedroom with a full sleeve. Cheez-Its were my college go-to, the big party-sized boxes from the Snack Foods aisle of the Kroger a few miles off campus, their razor-sharp edges turning to a neon-orange mush in my mouth. During my semester abroad in St. Petersburg, I stayed in my room for days at a time to avoid the bone-chilling frost, foraying out only to buy economy-sized tubs of imported Ben & Jerry’s marked up to an absurd price. In Los Angeles, newly postgrad, I favored massive rings of glazed doughnuts from the bakery down the street from my apartment. In Brooklyn, I’d eat one polite slice of the homemade pizza my roommates spent hours concocting before cracking, my taste for carbs activated, and consuming a large Papa John’s pie (plus cheesy bread) alone after midnight once everyone was asleep.

I’ve consumed all of these foods, and more, many times in my life, often joyfully and without turning them into “binge food,” which is exactly what makes binge eating disorder B.E.D., to those regrettably in the know—so complex. The food you tearfully shove down at 3 a.m. and stand over the sink trying futilely to vomit up might be the same food you enjoy at a convivial brunch with friends, savoring the taste on your tongue between hearty laughter and sips of coffee. It’s not what you’re eating, it’s what’s eating you, the conventional wisdom holds, and it’s true that Cheez-Its and Papa John’s themselves are value-neutral. They’re, well . . . “just food,” and relatively cheap food at that, food that a majority of Americans can actually find at their local supermarket or corner store and afford to feed to their families. When I’m sad, or bored, or lonely, or tired, or feeling nothing at all, though, these everyday snacks turn into my own personal bogeymen, representing my darkest impulses to stuff myself, gorge myself, hurt myself. Detangling the foods themselves from the ways in which I’ve used them to self-harm is a task that might take me the rest of my life to accomplish.

If I’m making my binge eating sound pretty, succumbing to the desire to make my addiction poetic in the grand tradition of Ernest Hemingway and John Berryman, let me assure you that it’s not. I wish it were—I wish there were a literary or artistic tradition formed around binge eating, if only so I didn’t feel quite so aberrant—but there’s nothing pretty about the sickening, ever so slightly freeing realization of, Oh fuck, I could eat right now, followed shortly by I am going to eat right now. There’s nothing lovely about the sweatpants-clad, eyes-downcast shuffle to the grocery store for a cart overflowing with cookies and chips, and there’s nothing romantic about the amount of money I’ve spent ordering cartons of freezer-hardened ice cream and grease-puddled boxes of pizza on the food-delivery apps I pride myself on not using when I’m what I call “normal”—i.e., when I’m not bingeing. When I’m bingeing, I tell myself, the rules do not apply; not just the punishing food rules I’ve lived by since I was old enough for my first Weight Watchers stint, but also the rules of social engagement, of politeness, of active presence in whatever space I’m required to inhabit.

Binge eating disorder has a complex history, but it’s one that doesn’t date back all that far in the American imagination. In 1959, psychiatrist Albert Stunkard published a paper titled “Eating Patterns and Obesity,” in which he described the phenomenon of “the eating binge, in which large amounts of food are consumed in an orgiastic manner at irregular intervals.” Stunkard also coined the term “night eating syndrome” in the same paper, though he later clarified that binge eating didn’t necessarily have to happen at night; today, night eating syndrome (NES) is classified as its own eating disorder, one that affects about one in ten people who have obesity. 

While Stunkard’s paper introduced the concept of binge eating into the medical lexicon, it wasn’t until 1987 that the American Psychological Association (APA) first mentioned the disease in its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). At the time, binge eating was merely referred to as one facet of bulimia; it took another seven years for binge eating to be formally listed in the DSM, though its inclusion was still maintained as a feature of “eating disorder not otherwise specified.” Finally, in 2013, a revised edition of the DSM declared binge eating to be its own disorder, allowing its treatment to be covered under many insurance plans and codifying a series of criteria that included “feelings of distress relating to eating behaviors” and “frequency of bingeing at least once a week for three or more months.” Shame and self-recrimination are quite literally built into the diagnostic framework of binge eating disorder, and any method of healing that doesn’t proactively address the sources of those feelings seems to be treating the symptom instead of the disease. 

When I attended my first twelve-step “food group” meeting, I was asked to make a list of all the ways my addiction had hurt the people around me. Everything else we’d talked about in the meeting—the food fixation, the shame, the physical and emotional discomfort—hit home, but that one stupefied me. What am I supposed to do, send a letter of apology to the girl from summer camp whose bag of Goldfish I secretly ate when we were eleven? I wondered to myself, all too ready to make fun of the program (because God forbid I actually took it seriously—who would I be then?). Bingeing hadn’t made me cheat on a partner, or commit grand theft auto, or physically harm anyone; sure, I’d lied in order to enable my addiction, but those lies were of the “I can’t make it to the party because I have a migraine” variety. Victimless crimes, or so I thought.

Today, I can see that the plans I canceled had people on the other end, people who wanted to see me. The money I spent could have been put toward trips with my best friends, nice gifts for family Christmases instead of random crap I’d rush-purchased at the airport, donations to causes I cared about; anything but binge meals I’d devour at once and instantly regret. Even the food I used as a security blanket was usually delivered to me by precariously employed gig-economy workers making, on average, far less than the hourly federal minimum wage. Food has always helped me shut the world out, and when I realized that fact, I was suffused with shame and regret. Those feelings led, predictably, to more bingeing. Slowly, though, over the course of many binges and stutter-stepped next-day recoveries, I began to see that the person I was hurting the most with my addiction was, well . . . me. Somehow, I’d never thought to count myself.





Chapter 1

Watch

For as long as I can remember, my mother has been beautiful. The “conventional” kind of beautiful, too, though her personality has always been self-deprecating enough to let you forget it—wide-set eyes, straight nose, full mouth, blond bob. When I was sixteen, I went hunting through drawers for batteries and came across a stack of my mom’s press passes from the beginning of her journalism career. A late-twenties version of my mom stared defiantly out at me from the laminated square in my hand, the symmetry of her face unmarred by her wedge haircut and oh-so-’80s suit, and instead of being awed or nostalgic, I felt panicked. Suddenly, I was all too aware of my own aquiline nose, my thin lips, the fleshly spread of my thighs in their cutoff jean shorts; the splendor of my mother in black-and-white suddenly felt like an inheritance I was squandering, a repudiation in and of itself.

Our mothers tend to loom large in our minds and in the ways we move through the world, whether we want them to or not, and for daughters, the urge to compare can be irresistible, even inescapable. After all, how many of us are single because our mothers married young, or stay-at-home moms because our mothers worked, or dog owners because our mothers hated pets? When it comes to body image, that tendency toward comparison can be particularly toxic. I’m one of the lucky ones, in that my mother has never outright told me to lose weight, but there’s so much that can be communicated with a meaningful look or the subtle raise of an eyebrow over dinner; these days, I consider us close, but for years, it felt like my mother and I were tethered to each other by an invisible umbilical cord of judgment.

It’s not lost on me that my very first experiences of physical satiety came at the expense of my mother’s sanity. During my babyhood, the “breast is best” philosophy prevailed, with few nonjudgmental resources available to mothers who chose to bottle-feed, and my mother dutifully learned to feed me with her body. She’s always painted a rosy portrait of my babyhood, constantly telling me how cute I was—“People would always try to pinch your cheeks!”—and how much she adored toting me around Central Park in my stroller and breastfeeding me on demand, but I still can’t help thinking of her jolting awake for endless 3:00 a.m. feedings, doing her best to supply nourishment to a tiny, helpless baby who always seemed to be hungry.

To truly understand the origins of my eating disorder—and, indeed, much of America’s love-hate relationship with food—requires a return to the very beginning of taste: childhood. My family moved around the world for my parents’ work, with the three of us leaving New York when I was six months old and living in three different countries before my ninth birthday. Unfortunately, all that exposure to new foods didn’t embolden me to actually try many of them, despite my parents’ prodding; there were certain meals I loved, like—improbably—fried calamari, and I’d charm the adults by ordering a basket of them “for the table” at meals out, but I pretty much avoided any that I didn’t. My bland palate was forged early, and I refused borscht and herring in Russia, Parmesan cheese and red sauce in Italy, instead subsisting on plain pasta and rice. One of the happiest memories of my childhood was the day a Dunkin’ Donuts opened in Rome; somewhere in a leather-bound photo album there exist photos of me astride my father’s shoulders in my cow-print leggings and pink sweatshirt, jubilantly cramming perfectly round circles of frosted dough into my mouth.

When we moved, for a third and final time, back to New York, I joyfully discovered that the bodegas lining Broadway all sold candy bars for cheap, and that school was a bountiful resource for what my teachers called “snacks” (a concept I’d been unfamiliar with in Italy, where conventional wisdom held that food was for mealtimes). There were Cheez-Its in little Dixie cups, a veritable Noah’s ark of animal crackers, and, on classmates’ birthdays, cupcakes, store-bought from Yura on Madison, and thick with pink and yellow frosting. We arrived in New York a few months before the Twin Towers fell, and my memories of that time are of fear and sweetness combined; the photos of people in gas masks that grimaced crudely up at me from the front pages of magazines adorning stoops on the walk to school, the lightness of sugar and pastry evaporating on my tongue as we celebrated the momentous occasion of Emily C. turning eight.

Food meant comfort for everyone that year, with high school girls and grandfathers and investment bankers alike turning up at the doors of fire stations around the city with trays of lasagna and sheets of cookies. In her memoir Save Me the Plums, former Gourmet editor in chief Ruth Reichl recalls putting the magazine’s eight kitchens to use dishing up vats of chili for the firefighters at Ground Zero, writing, “We were attempting to snatch hope from the rubble of our broken city. And food was the perfect way to do it.” Maybe it was around 9/11 that I first learned to associate food with safety, but really, doesn’t every child do that? The very word more—which many kids learn to deploy early—conjures an expansiveness, a promise of infinite pleasure to come that a three-year-old doesn’t yet know to question. The deal is the same on any playground in America—“Stop crying/put that down/be good, and you’ll get a treat”—but how does it work when you’re old enough to know where Mom keeps the cookies? What happens to “being good” when the power to reward or punish yourself with food is in your hands alone?

As the constitutionally anxious only child of two hardworking journalist parents, I learned to self-soothe with food early and often upon our return to New York, taking refuge in leftover Halloween candy on late work nights and gratefully accepting my babysitter Nadia’s offers of Domino’s on TV-centric Friday evenings. Am I a binge eater now because of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups and takeout pizza eaten quietly alone in front of Lizzie McGuire, without my parents around or the clatter of siblings to distract me? Maybe, to some degree. But if that were wholly accurate, wouldn’t every only child whose parents worked long hours have binge eating disorder? And, conversely, wouldn’t every child who had a Leave It to Beaver upbringing have a sterling, spectacularly unemotional relationship with food?

We know that’s not true, yet it can’t be denied that many of our disordered attachments (to food, as well as to a wealth of other vices) begin in youth, particularly in the United States; as Karen Le Billon wrote of having her thoroughly American food and child-rearing instincts thrown into question by a move to France when her daughters were young in her 2012 book French Kids Eat Everything, “I was using food as a reward, a bribe, a toy, a distraction and a substitute for discipline. The problem, from the French perspective, was that I was teaching my kids to use food as a response to emotional needs, which have little to no nutritional basis.” The “French perspective” might condemn Le Billon and other parents for this, but it makes perfect sense to me even after just a few scant summers of nannying. When a child is crying or upset or acting out, the natural urge is to offer up anything you can to make them stop. It’s no wonder so many new parents torture themselves over breastfeeding versus formula-feeding; what could be a more weighty responsibility than being solely responsible for the care and feeding of a small human being?

There’s little that we, as a society, love to do more than shame parents—and, more specifically, mothers—for the way they bring up their children, particularly when those parents happen to deviate even slightly from the straight, white, happily married nuclear-suburban “ideal.” That’s part of why I’m now hesitant to find fault with either of my parents, but particularly my mother, for what I now know to call my eating disorder. Did my mom make frequent comments about wanting to lose weight and fill our house with the faux junk food that was ever-present in the diet-centric early 2000s? Yes, but she was the busy working mother of a tween daughter; the odds that she was going to be able to instill a wholly positive body image in me anywhere, let alone in image-obsessed aughts Manhattan, were not good.

Leslie Sim, a child psychologist and clinical director of the Mayo Clinic’s eating disorders program, told USA Today in 2013 that “moms are probably the most important influence on a daughter’s body image.” If that statement holds true (as, in my anecdotal experience, it does), it’s easy to imagine how much pressure mothers around the world might feel to model a constructive relationship with food that they simply don’t know how to kick-start. Most daughters out there can likely attest to the truth of Sim’s statement, and I certainly had no small share of clashes with my mom in department-store dressing rooms and chain restaurants over the years, but as an adult, it seems inconceivable to me that we expect a generation of women warped by decades’ worth of media-reinforced fatphobia to raise children who are any less—to put it frankly—fucked up about bodies and food.

My mother was born in 1955, the year the first McDonald’s franchise opened in the United States; meanwhile, every model who graced the cover of American Vogue that year was impossibly lean. My mom and her compatriots made it through decades of fad diets, from the SlimFast revolution of the late 1970s to the cabbage-soup program that must have led to an awful lot of gastrointestinal distress in the 1980s. In 1993, the year my mom gave birth to me, Jazzercise had taken over, along with its very own diet plan that ditched calorie counting in favor of a rainbow-hued chart that let you know which foods were “okay” to eat. Is it any wonder that all of that messaging—not to mention a fraught relationship with her own mother, my grandmother, who’d been raised eating the twentieth-century equivalent of Oliver Twist’s gruel in an Italian orphanage and who deployed “fat” readily as a barb throughout her life—didn’t adequately prepare her to raise a wholly body-confident daughter?

In my teens, years in which I assumed the oh-so-predictable stance of blaming my parents for absolutely everything, I grimly deduced that it was my mom’s fault I was so screwed up about food. After all, if she hadn’t let me quit the softball team at ten, hadn’t allowed me to try Weight Watchers (or, as it’s now known, “WW”) at twelve, hadn’t talked so much about wanting to drop ten pounds as I approached my teens, maybe I would be just fine now, capable of eating dessert without guilt and trying on swimsuits sans shame. Why couldn’t she have raised me in the kind of all-organic, body-positive Valhalla in which I swore to bring up my own children someday, walking around the house naked whenever the mood struck and picking fresh greens from the garden as desired? (Did my self-pitying reverie take into account the fact that I had never known actual material scarcity, food-based or otherwise, in my seventeen years on the planet? Or that I’d soon be off to sulk and write feminist blog diatribes at a private liberal arts college paid for in full by the work my parents were so busy doing throughout my childhood? It did not.)

Luckily, early in college, I crossed paths with a gifted therapist who was simply unable—or unwilling—to stomach my wallowing. She told me bluntly: “Listen, you were probably going to be addicted to something. You should be glad it’s food.” I didn’t know what to do with that comment for a long time, but looking back on it now, I marvel at its aptness. I come from a lineage of drinkers on one side and gamblers on the other, and while much of my extended family has been able to avoid the worst consequences of full-blown substance dependency through a mixture of privilege and sheer good luck, there’s no denying that some degree of addiction is in my genes. I was also diagnosed with clinical depression at nineteen, a mental illness that is frequently associated with higher rates of obesity and binge eating disorder—my queerness, too, puts me at an increased risk for any number of eating disorders.

My aunt Flavia—my mother’s little sister—was twenty-five when I was born, and has always functioned as my bonus big sister. We’ve both always been larger-bodied than my mother ever has been, something we’re reminded of at family gatherings every time my mom serves up platefuls of freshly sizzling bacon to my lanky male cousins and offers Flavia and me peeled clementines instead. (We always meet each other’s eyes, brows raised, before diving in for a handful of the boys’ bacon.) Flavia’s and my eye rolls over my mom’s not-so-subtle messaging aside, dieting was always the way in which my mom and Flavia bonded, and the way I learned to bond with them, too. Throughout my childhood, Flavia would show up at my mom’s apartment and immediately be handed a coffee or a Coke Zero before throwing a load of laundry into the washer and settling down in the kitchen to chat. “You look good” was always the salutation served with Flavia’s drink, setting her up for the spike: “Ugh, no I don’t, I’m so fat” would come the reply, or sometimes, “Thanks! I’m trying Atkins again.”

As I got older and moved out, I, too, learned to show up at my mom’s with an armful of dirty laundry and an opening salvo of self-deprecation: “Do you have skim for the coffee? None of my jeans fit, I hate myself,” I’d announce dramatically, performing my role in our twisted little Greek chorus of communal insecurity. On some level, I wonder if we were quick to judge ourselves out loud so that nobody else would feel tempted—after all, our broader extended family, the men in particular, weren’t the type to spare our feelings if we showed up for Christmas having gained a few. When I restarted Weight Watchers in earnest my senior year of college, I’d come
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