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To Matt, again

and again.


Housing Shortage

NAOMI REPLANSKY

I tried to live small.

I took a narrow bed.

I held my elbows to my sides.

I tried to step carefully

And to think softly

And to breathe shallowly

In my portion of air

And to disturb no one.

Yet see how I spread out and I cannot help it.

I take to myself more and more, and I take nothing

That I do not need, but my needs grow like weeds,

All over and invading; I clutter this place

With all the apparatus of living

You stumble over it daily.

And then my lungs take their fill.

And then you gasp for air.

Excuse me for living,

But, since I am living,

Given inches, I take yards,

Taking yards, dream of miles,

And a landscape, unbounded

And vast in abandon.

You too dreaming the same.
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Prologue:
The Places We Search

When I was eleven years old, I planned the rest of my life. I was going to marry Richard Chamberlain and dress in gowns that glimmered like mermaids’ tails. I was going to eat Barriccini’s chocolate any time I wanted and have three children: two girls named Elizabeth and Samantha, and a boy named Michael. My legs would be long, my hair would be thick, and my stomach would be flat. Most of all, I would be very, very famous. More famous than anyone, ever.

As I entered the teenage years, I told myself that my task was to endure my life-as-it-was until it metamorphosed into my life-to-be. To put up with smarmy boys and an array of degrading circumstances because sometime in the future I was certain to lead a golden life.

Years passed. My unlived life, like a river that ran parallel to my daily life, continued its course through my mind. Richard Chamberlain became Omar Sharif, who became Harrison Ford; Samantha and Elizabeth were replaced by Jennifer and Rebecca, who were replaced by the conviction that having children was a thorn in the side of feminism. Every ingredient of my life-to-be changed constantly—where I lived, how I dressed, what I did with my time—except the hunger to be seen, the longing to be recognized for something I didn’t yet recognize in myself.

Being exaltingly thin was, of course, the foundation for the visibility, the man, the adornments of this life-to-be; it was the prerequisite that made the rest of the dream possible. And since no matter how thin I got, I was frightened that I could wake up tomorrow and be fat again, the rest of the dream was forever ten or twenty pounds away.

I was twenty-eight when I decided I would never diet again. After the initial binges on raw chocolate chip cookies, pumpkin ice cream and chunks of bittersweet chocolate, I started eating things that other people recognized as food. Broccoli, pasta, roast chicken, lentil soup. I got thin enough—and stayed thin.

After that there were two small matters to deal with before the rivers of my two lives could converge: being seen and falling in love.

At thirty-five, I met a man whom I recognized almost instantly as my life’s partner. Five years later, I married Matt, and although he is not a movie star, he is often mistaken for one. If you can call Richard Simmons a movie star.

And while I never achieved the clicking-flashbulbs kind of fame, people often stop me in the grocery store because they recognize me from my book covers. They also stop me in airports, elevators, and almost every time my hair is dirty and my clothes are covered with white cat fur.

In one way or another I got what I wanted—the body, the recognition, the man. Still, I felt empty and then crazy for feeling empty. I felt like an ungrateful wretch, a needy child for whom nothing is ever enough. I also felt betrayed: I’d followed all the rules, done what I’d been told, and something was supposed to happen. I was supposed to have a clear, solid sense of myself as worthy; I was supposed to feel full, radiant. Instead I found myself wildly alternating between believing I needed more (of everything—love, visibility, things, pleasure, thinness, solitude) to feel satisfied, and feeling as if I had built my life on lies. I felt brittle and exhausted. I became ill with an array of mysterious symptoms: chronic diarrhea, constant flus, high fevers. I spent years in and out of doctors’ offices as my body became weaker and weaker. Three of my friends, a well-known writer, an English professor, and a nurse-midwife, were also sick, one of them with lupus, another with recurring pneumonia, and the third with chronic fatigue syndrome. The friends who weren’t ill were nonetheless weary and disillusioned from trying to keep up with childhood dreams and cultural imperatives of who they were supposed to be. Their lives were crammed with work, child care, exercise, self-improvement classes, political organizing, but they were left with feelings reminiscent of a binge: full but not satisfied. Full but still hungry. Everyone spoke wistfully about the days when we hadn’t needed appointment books to schedule two-hour dinners three weeks in advance.

The doctors’ offices were filled with women. Mothers, students, social workers, insurance company executives. Like me, they felt exhausted and deficient, and like me, they were flocking to the doctor of the moment to be healed. I met Kaz Covington one morning when the doctor was an hour and a half late and we’d finished all the People magazines in his office. After we exchanged the ritual litany of ailments, we exchanged life stories. Kaz was an assistant district attorney, married to a man she loved and respected, and the mother of two young sons. Her life had worked like a well-oiled machine, each minute accounted for, until she got sick and couldn’t get out of bed for two months. “My biggest fear is that I’m going to die without having gotten to the heart of my life or done the one thing that has the most meaning,” she said. “The thing is, I was going so fast and accomplishing so much, I never had time to figure out what it was.

“I’ve always been the good girl and done everything I was supposed to, but now that I’ve done those things, they don’t feel like they were supposed to feel. I love my kids—I do—I love my husband, but I feel used up.”

The letters I received from women who’d read my books, thousands of letters each year, echoed the same themes. “What’s next?” they asked. “We did what you told us to do—ate when we were hungry, stopped when we were full. We lost weight, but our dieting friends don’t like us when we’re thin, and we got those promotions at work, but something is still missing. And having children doesn’t fill the holes in our chests. Now that we don’t want to turn to food, where do we turn? What do we do with the emptiness?”

A woman from Wichita, Kansas, wrote, “I feel as if I’ve been living in a prison, and everything I’ve done in my life has been an attempt to furnish the cell with chintz and overstuffed chairs. It never occurred to me that I could actually break out of the narrow, self-confined rules I set for myself or that I could find meaning in places besides the shape of my body or success at work. The sad truth is I don’t know where to look.”

Neither did I.

Appetites is the story of friends and women with whom I’ve worked as they questioned the meaning of success, thinness, friendship, and fulfillment. It is also a personal story of my attempts to grapple with physical and emotional pain, and to further understand my beliefs about childhood dreams, deprivation, beauty, safety, and joy.

Why, I asked myself, is an embarrassment of riches embarrassing? Why do most women feel they will lose friends if they lose weight? Why do we feel that we have to have small bodies to have big lives? What feels good about feeling bad? And where do we turn for nourishment when it’s not in the places we thought it would be?

Most of us, if being truthful, would say that we are disappointed in life, even if (some of) our dreams have come true. In my friend Natalie’s words, we thought we would try hard, get to the finish line, and “a big victory” would be waiting for us. Trying hard was supposed to bring long-lasting happiness, and long-lasting happiness was supposed to be found in best friends and lovers, in work and thin bodies, in success and children.

It’s not that those things are not fulfilling; they are. They do what those things can do; they bring their own rewards: lightness and tenderness and affirmation and connection. But they don’t take away the longing, the yearning, the half-conscious feeling that there is something more. And because we believe we are not enough, we also believe that if we had more or were different, we would feel nourished.

After three years of being sick, and when I was thoroughly convinced I was dying of a new, rare kind of cancer, my internist suggested that I speak to a medical intuitive, a person who diagnoses disturbances in the immune system that may be imperceptible by testing. She told me that brain surgeons and oncologists use intuitives, and that the particular one she knew had diagnosed her patients correctly ninety-eight percent of the time. Since I had already been to a spate of traditional doctors who had done nothing except mumble nonsensical diagnoses or shake their heads at my increasing weakness, I was no longer suspect of anything that sounded wooey-wooey.

I also wanted to know if I was dying.

I dialed the number.

The first thing the medical intuitive said was, “You are a control freak the likes of which I have rarely seen.”

I thought about asking her if she had made a mistake, if she had switched my mother’s body with mine, but I was silent.

She continued. “You wrote a book called Breaking Free, but you are anything but free….”

I couldn’t decide whether she was wild with hate or dead-on honest. I wanted to defend myself, say something witty or angry like “Bitch,” but since shame, not anger, is my first reaction to being attacked (or being told the truth), I was stunned into silence.

“Most people furnish the present with thoughts of their past,” she said, “but you spend all your time trying to control the future.”

By this time I was looking longingly at the rug, hoping to dissolve into the cerise flower on the border. I also decided that I would never talk to my internist again.

“Imagine you have a hundred bucks to spend,” she said. “Most people would spend theirs on thinking about what their parents did to them and what they regret or resent. You spend yours on fantasizing what would make you happy and then trying to orchestrate the circumstances so that they fit your fantasy. You never spend your money on the present.”

She finally told me I didn’t have cancer, although my immune system was “completely burned out,” and that my biggest problem was that I had exhausted myself by trying to have a perfect life. She told me I had to learn to “trust and let go.” (I thought: I hate it when people say that. Trust what? Let go of what?) She ended by telling me, “Just because you don’t have cancer now doesn’t mean you won’t have it in the future. I’ve seen cases where someone has developed a full-blown malignancy in forty-eight hours.”

“How reassuring,” I said, and we hung up.

I’d wanted answers. I’d wanted someone to tell me what was wrong with me and what to do about it. Instead she used tacky metaphors and left me more confused than when I started. Although denial and repression are not my forte, I tried to banish the conversation from my mind. Until I realized she was right. I was spending my life trying to be someone else, and even when I became the someone I thought I needed to be, I was still trying.

My first three books—Feeding the Hungry Heart, Breaking Free, and Why Weight?—focused on the descriptive and prescriptive aspects of compulsive eating: using food as an expression of unspoken needs, why diets don’t work, and learning to trust the body’s signals for food and satiation. When Food Is Love described the effect of early relationships on both eating and intimate relationships. Appetites takes the work a step further; it is not a book about food or body size or compulsion per se. But it is about true nourishment, which is also what the core obsession with thinness is about.

Women want to be thin because we believe it is a means to an end. We believe that having a thin body is the prerequisite for every other dream, and once the body is the right size, the other dreams, like dominos, can click into place, and we will at last find joy and self-value. That is a lie, but a lie upon which most women build their lives.

If she is fortunate, and if she is truthful, a woman will discover that being thin is just a body size, and she has no idea where to find true nourishment. Once she realizes it isn’t in body size or success or even in loving relationships, once she slows down enough to stop defending against the emptiness, she can begin to discover what will truly feed her.

Appetites was written during a particularly difficult period in my life, a time when while some of my lifelong dreams were coming true, I was also losing what I’d never imagined I could live without—my health, my hair, my best friend. Every one of my beliefs about true nourishment was shattered in the past few years, but somewhere, between getting married and getting thin, between losing my hair and losing my best friend, I stopped believing the answer was in anything I could touch or achieve. I stopped protecting myself from the truth, stopped wishing for things to be different, and began being with myself and my life as it was. And what I discovered, in part, was that joy is actually possible—even when I am bald or sicker than I have ever been—and I keep ramrodding over it with my self-hatred and ideas of how things are supposed to be. Although I trusted that direct, consistent experiences of joy or enough-ness were possible, I thought they were reserved for people who were very holy, very wise, or very pure—which excluded me.

I was wrong. Appetites is a book about loss and childhood dreams and confining self-images; it is also a book about the direct experience of joy and wellness and having enough. The learnings expressed herein are not one-time learnings, but once we know what is possible, we can never go back to not knowing.

I wrote Appetites because I work with, and receive thousands of letters a year from, people who are hoping that if they try hard enough, their lives will match their ideas of how life is supposed to be. Like me, they think they know what needs to happen, and it’s always different than what is happening. They, too, are tired of the fight, but they don’t know what else to do.

Appetites is a book that questions our lifelong beliefs about beauty and success and friendship and the heart’s desire. It is a story about what happens when we stop trying to satisfy our deepest longings with people, circumstances, or things.

In the end, this is a book about trusting and letting go. Trusting that true nourishment is available and letting go of old beliefs long enough to discover what it is.

Everything we thought was possible, is. It just doesn’t look like we thought it would look, and it’s not in the places we thought it would be. But it’s there, it’s there.


Chapter One
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THE SIZE OF
MY BODY,
THE SIZE OF
MY LIFE
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I’m dreaming about food again. Last night it was thick, crusty bread studded with raisins. I toasted it until it turned golden brown, then slathered it with apple butter. In my dream I picked it up, brought it slowly to my mouth, and had taken the first bite when I remembered I wasn’t supposed to be eating bread. Or raisins. Or apple butter. I’m on a diet.

The last time I dreamed of food was seventeen years ago, when I was twenty-seven and on Weight Watchers. Then it was Häagen-Dazs ice cream, coffee and vanilla with hot fudge, no nuts. I dreamed of hunks of cheesecake and mountains of cookies and slabs of bittersweet chocolate. But the worst time, the time I dreamed about food every night for a year and a half, was when I was anorexic, eighteen years ago. The dreams began while I was fasting for ten days on water. It was late October and my boyfriend, Lee, and I were staying at a cabin on a lake in the Adirondacks. Every night we would go to sleep by the fire and the nubby, textiled rugs on the wall, and I would dream of feasts from college days in New Orleans: fried oysters from Casamento’s, lemon doberge cake from Gambino’s, napoleons from the Four Seasons on Royal Street. The sequence of the dream was always the same: I would be surrounded by food, biting down into a thick fried oyster loaf on homemade bread with pickles, horseradish, and ketchup, and suddenly my heart would pound wildly as I remembered I was supposed to be fasting. I would wrench myself awake to make sure that I hadn’t really eaten the food, it was only a dream. Comforted by my abstinence, I would fall back asleep and dream of more food, more eating—and I would wake myself up again after the first bite. When I wasn’t fasting, I kept myself on such a strict regime—allowing myself a hundred and fifty calories a day of raw fruits and vegetables, no protein, no fat—that my dreams were the only place I permitted myself any sweetness at all.

When I was twenty-eight, I burned my diet books in my bathtub as a symbolic statement to myself, my mother, and the world that I would never, ever diet again. Never deprive myself of foods I loved, foods I craved, foods I would not allow myself to eat except on binges. After a few months of eating ice cream every day, pizza four times a week, and croissants and chocolate chip cookies for pick-me-ups, I got the hang of it. I stopped bingeing because I stopped dieting. I realized that the fourth law of the universe is that for every diet there is an equal and opposite binge, and that if I allowed myself to eat ice cream the few times a year that I actually wanted it, I wouldn’t have to secretly, and with great shame, eat it every day.

That was sixteen years and sixty pounds ago. Since then I’ve written four books and taught hundreds of workshops about reaching one’s natural weight without dieting.

On a national television show recently, I was speaking about the importance of allowing yourself to eat what you want; a woman in the front row began elbowing her neighbor and rolling her eyes. I lost my train of thought, and the cameras cut to a commercial for Ultra-Slim Fast.

I knew what she was thinking. She was thinking that if she let herself loose in her kitchen, she would destroy herself. She was thinking that her hunger was deep and wild, and she could devour the universe.

During the next segment I mentioned that when I tell women to eat what they want, their first reaction is either profound relief or panic. I told the story of a woman who left a workshop and bought twelve packages of Hostess Twinkies. After inhaling six of them in three minutes, she realized that they tasted awful, that she had been bingeing on them for twenty years because her mother had banned them from the house when she was twelve. “Eating what you want,” I said, “frees you to discover what you don’t want.”

The woman in the first row did not snort, and I considered this a victory.

I know how difficult this is to understand. The level at which people are frightened or angry when they hear about eating what they want has nothing to do with food. It has to do with stopping the war against ourselves, the war we engage in daily when we tell ourselves that what we feel, what we want, what we look like, who we are, needs to be different. Women with food issues carry on the war through their body sizes, the food they choose to eat or not eat on a particular day, the three sizes of clothes they keep in their closets, the morning ritual of weighing in. They rage against themselves because they believe that who they are is what they weigh, and what they weigh is never good enough.

It is the rage that perpetuates the suffering, not the food, not the eating, not the weight. You cannot end self-hatred with more self-hatred. You cannot learn to trust yourself by being frightened of yourself. You cannot stop the self-hatred of being fat with the self-hatred of being on a diet and depriving yourself at each meal. You cannot stop a war with another war. Eating what you want is a radical, subversive act because it stops the war.

I hadn’t thought this through when I burned my diet books in the bathtub. I just wanted to stop losing and gaining ten pounds every few weeks. I wanted to stop standing at the refrigerator eating frozen cake. I wanted to stop wanting to slice off pieces of my arms and legs. Which is why I vowed never to go on another diet.

And I never have—until now.

The feelings of deprivation are as intense today as when I dreamed of fried oyster loaves. I can’t eat my favorite foods: bananas in morning cereal, maple syrup on pancakes, lemon almond cookies at the end of each meal. And I can’t eat chocolate. Chocolate. (The first time I ate a bittersweet champagne truffle, I decided that chocolate is the taste of bliss-in-matter. Chocolate is falling stars and moons and galaxies, the promise of everything you’ve always wanted, the seduction of unlimited possibility.) Chocolate was part of my daily maintenance program for ten years, along with flossing my teeth and taking a bath. I’ve explored the subtleties of Belgian, German, Swiss, French, and South American chocolate. I’ve experimented with malt-sweetened, fruit-juice-sweetened, unsweetened, and organic chocolate. Just a bite or two at the end of a meal gave me time to swoon, to remember that ecstasy was possible.

But a few years ago I started feeling tired all the time, and fragile, and weak. Last month I spent a week in bed with the flu, felt fine for two weeks, then was back in bed again with another virus. Like a porcelain doll that shatters, is glued back together, and shatters again, I can’t seem to build up a reserve of strength or resilience before another illness knocks me down.

At first I thought I was just tired from the promotional tour for When Food Is Love, and decided to take a long vacation. But when I got bronchitis two weeks after returning from an island in the Pacific Northwest, I realized that something was truly wrong with my body.

I decided that I had “roving cancer” and was probably dying. After a horrible coughing spell I figured I had lung cancer. Two weeks of headaches convinced me I had a brain tumor. When I found a lump in my breast, I was certain I had breast cancer. My friends told me they were positive I was not terminally ill, but I wasn’t reassured. “I’m sure Gilda Radner’s friends told her the same thing,” I’d say, “and her cancer started with flus and feeling weak.” I was frightened that whatever was causing my ill health was momentarily dormant, coiled like a sleeping snake in the cells of my body, ready to steal my life.

During my reasonable moments I’d tell myself that I was very, very tired from constant traveling, and that four book tours and twenty workshops a year in twenty cities were finally taking their toll on my health. I’d tell myself that lightning doesn’t strike in the same place twice, and since Matt’s first wife died of ovarian cancer, it was not possible that God or a just universe would let his second wife die of cancer, too. I’d remember the flash of intuition I had
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