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			Praise for LIGHT

			“In this beautifully written, insightful, and courageous book, Nancy Levine has given us a story of her family’s struggle with anorexia. As a memoir, it’s an engaging read, a window into the lives of interesting people as they cope with a dangerous illness. But more than that, this is an important book. Anyone dealing with anorexia, as a patient, family member, or helper, will find hope and inspiration in its pages. As a therapist working with couples and families, I highly recommend it. Five stars!”  

			—Dr. Bruce Chalmer, author of Betrayal and Forgiveness: 
How to Navigate the Turmoil and Learn to Trust Again

			“Nancy Levine’s memoir, Light, tells the story of a family in a battle with their daughter’s anorexia. Including passages written by her daughter, Rachel Levine-Spates, this book is ultimately about the way our choices can influence our children. It’s a story of abiding love, told in the most direct terms and with the desire to know the intricate ties that bind even when illness threatens to sever them. I rooted for this family, and I know you will, too. This is a beautifully written book, a book of sacrifice and survival and one that will touch you in the most important ways.”

			—Lee Martin, author of the The Bright Forever, 
a finalist for the 2006 Pulitzer Prize in Fiction

			“Heartache, to promise, to triumph, to joy! This book is a must-read for everyone who knows anyone struggling with an eating disorder, and for everyone who is struggling with an eating disorder themselves. The story is masterfully told by Nancy Levine with the deep love of a mom who watched her daughter face the agony and devastation of an eating disorder, recover with the support and love of her family and others, and blossom into a beautiful woman with a wonderful family of her own. When someone we love suffers from an eating disorder it can become hard to hold on to hope. This heartfelt, warm and honest book brings encouragement and inspiration that recovery is possible!”

			—Dr. Lorraine Platka-Bird, registered dietitian, 
certified eating disorder specialist, and certified diabetes educator
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			“Maybe you have to know the darkness before you can appreciate the light.”

			—Madeleine L’Engle, A Ring of Endless Light

			

		

	
		
			

			Author’s Note

			I am indebted to my daughter, Rachel Levine-Spates, for editing this memoir and allowing me to tell her story. This work we did together was the privilege of a lifetime. I thank her for sharing her journals, the poisonous voice of her eating disorder, and for writing the Afterword. The journal notations appear in italics at the end of some chapters. The eating disorder voice also appears in italics at the end of some chapters. The names of nonfamily members have been changed. All places and all times are accurate, as recollected. Both Rachel and I have drawn from journals, letters, and calendars in our writing. It would be impossible to recreate conversations word for word, but we have done the best we could and feel they represent what was said. It was important to us that we did not conflate characters or scenes to better present the story. This is how it happened.

			—Nancy Levine, April 2025

			

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			Nevada, 2007

			Pink roses cascade down a split-rail fence bordering a pigpen on the outskirts of Reno. Orson, the pot-bellied pig within, is blind. His pudgy legs are crippled by arthritis and his stomach sweeps the ground as he follows my daughter’s voice to his steel food dish. I’m digging my fingernails into the palm of my hand so I won’t cry as I watch them.

			Rachel is twenty-three and five foot eleven inches. In the past year she’s lost all her muscle, all her subcutaneous fat, all her former health. On this blistering hot July day, she’s wearing khaki shorts and a white tank top. A network of prominent veins traverses her ravaged body and I’m in awe that one so physically depleted can stand in the merciless sun and cajole a pig, who looks in even worse shape, to eat.

			“C’mon baby,” she croons. “Just a little further. I know you can do it.”

			This is the same engaging voice I heard when I volunteered in the first-grade class Rachel taught. Like those kids, Orson responds to her. He plods to his dish, lowers his head, sniffs the food as if suspect, then chows down his meal.

			“Orson is, you know, O-B-E-S-E,” Rachel says with a wicked grin. “We aren’t allowed to use words like that here. Kind of weird that he’s here, isn’t it?”

			“Sure is,” I agree.

			“Kind of weird that I’m here, too; I bet you never thought you’d see me in a place like this.”

			“Never in a million years.” My voice cracks. I think, no, I never saw you of all people winding up in an eating disorders treatment center. Especially one with an ailing pig who’d been grandfathered into the contract when the Center for Hope bought this place.

			Rachel and I laugh—it’s tentative but if roses bloom here maybe laughter can too. I think someone, maybe God, or perhaps the goddess of fate, laughed even harder and then tossed one bizarre metaphor our way. A pig living in an eating disorders center, one who must be coerced to eat by a girl so thin that she’s nearly transparent. A girl who must also be forced to eat because a voice only she hears screams that she’s the pig.

			I watch Rachel with an unsettling mix of disbelief and gutting reality. Once a shiny mass of brown waves rippled down her freckled back; now her hair is dull and wispy and, like Orson’s, as brittle as sunburnt straw.

			“I’m glad you have him,” I say. “When you were little, you always wanted a pet pig. Here he is.”

			“Well no one else wanted to take care of him. So I’m doing it all the time.”

			“I’m not surprised,” I tell her. Since childhood Rachel has been a caretaker, first of her dolls, then her friends, later the children she babysat for, and eventually, the students she taught in AmeriCorps. “I’m incredibly proud of you for being here.”

			She smiles through quivering lips and I know that at this moment, my words carry weight.

			“This is hell,” I continue. “But there’s nothing you could be doing now that’s more important than getting healthy. You will get better. I promise.”

			I promise wellness, but knowing how anorexia damages a heart, alters kidney and liver function, causes osteoporosis, affects brain neurochemistry, and for one in ten is fatal, my promise is a sacred vow. How can she recover if I doubt her ability to do so? If she senses my fear, she’ll absorb it as hers.

			The novelist Ann Hood writes, “I have learned that there is more power in a good strong hug than in a thousand meaningful words.” Clinging to one another, my hug conveys all those words of sorrow as I have watched Rachel waste away, for that is what anorexia is, a wasting of body, of soul, of hope. Her hug, followed by a well of tears, says I’m sorry over and over and over.

			As the blasted sun scorches us, I long for our cool, verdant Vermont and how good life was before anorexia blindsided us. Yes, I never guessed that Rachel would end up in a place like this but here she is.

			Maybe this inexorable trip to Reno began at Rachel’s conception, when roughly twenty-four thousand genes tumbled the double helix of chromosomes that led nine months later to our beloved wide-eyed baby girl. When I put her to my breast that first time, I simply admired how she latched on and ate like a champ. Little did I know back then that genes could contribute to a 50-80 percent risk for anorexia or bulimia.1

			

			And at that wondrous moment, why even consider such a thing?

			Or perhaps that inexorable trip began on an Australian beach twenty-one years later. At least, that’s where we thought it did. But like many stories, there are multiple beginnings. The ones we are aware of, but also the ones lost in the hidden gullies of memory.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Australia, 2005

			The Benadryl I’d taken for sleep worked for the first ninety minutes of a fifteen-hour flight from Los Angeles to Sydney. Crunched between my husband, Mark, and a snoring man about twice my size, I woke with cramped legs and settled in for a long chain of forgettable movies. Foraging on peanuts, pretzels, and chips, I landed the next day with ankles like water balloons. It was 8 a.m. Australia time, 3 p.m. California time, but my internal clock ticked in Vermont. I wasn’t jet-lagged; I was jet-dragged as I limped off the plane into the Technicolor Australian morning.

			Still, I was thrilled. As a kid, I hadn’t traveled far from my upstate New York home. My family and friends weren’t the passport kind of people so I didn’t miss something others had. However, by college I yearned to see the world, even if through the grimy windows of the Greyhound bus taking me from Ithaca to school in Pittsburgh. The more distant world came into focus after graduation. As a nurse, I worked hard but played just as hard on vacations. Adrenalin flowed as I stuffed a suitcase, figured out my destination on a Triple A map, or better yet, boarded a plane.

			I met my husband Mark at a Halloween party when I was twenty-seven. There I was, a grown Irish-Catholic woman, often working as a charge nurse in a neonatal intensive care unit, quickly falling for a younger Jewish medical student with a big smile and a wild Jewfro. We had almost everything in common except religion. We knew that would take time to figure out. It certainly did and three years later we were married by both a priest and a rabbi. We looked forward to a family, and better yet, traveling with our future kids who turned out to be Mike and Rachel.

			Born two-and-a-half years apart, they squabbled like magpies at home but on the road or in the air, Mike and Rachel were best friends and intrigued by every new sight, every new food. By the time they were teenagers they had stamps in their passports, something I could barely imagine when I was their age.

			During college, Mike studied for a semester in New Zealand. In the three months he’d been away from Vermont, he’d matured from boy to young man. With a genial confidence he became our Kiwi guide as we explored the South Island, the magical land of Hobbits. Two years later, Rachel chose Australia for her semester abroad. Of course we had to visit and noted again upon arrival how travel had matured the traveler. We had adventures ahead in the spectacular land down under.

			Three days into our trip we slipped from a catamaran into the turquoise waters of the Great Barrier Reef. We floated above the indigo, scarlet, and iridescent green coral, one floating jewel box after another extending for two thousand kilometers. Shimmering paper-thin butterfly fish, lime-green with black tips, swam in nearby schools, while bold orange-and-white clownfish wove through stalks of sea anemones. Black-striped angelfish glided by and in this otherworldly place, I wondered if the heavens were below rather than above.

			Only the jellyfish marred such splendor. I couldn’t simply enjoy the spectacular swim; instead I tortured myself by dwelling upon what could go wrong. I worried—worry, something I excel in—that a jellyfish would sting us. I’d read about those aquatic devils and knew they could cause unbelievable pain as well as brain hemorrhages. As I mingled with the gorgeous fish, I tried to focus on them rather than how my brain would pound if flooded with blood.

			Beauty won. We snorkeled safely in that shimmering sea for two hours before the catamaran crew signaled us to return to our boat. As we boarded, a young woman lay on a stretcher, awaiting a faster vessel for transport to the local emergency room. She’d been the one stung by a jellyfish and I hoped she’d recover quickly. Once the rescue boat arrived, our catamaran glided toward port.

			The late afternoon sun warmed my bare shoulders. I could have lolled on board for hours. No, days. Rachel sat between Mark and me on the deck floor and we bumped comfortably into one another with the sway of the boat. “The underwater pictures should be amazing,” she said. “It’s a good thing someone in this family documents our trips.”

			“I know,” I agreed while applying more sunscreen to my arms and then dotting some on her face. “We need you and Mike to be our photographers so I’m glad you don’t mind vacationing with us.”

			She had already adopted an Aussie saying. “No worries.”

			How I wanted that for Rachel.

			The year before Rachel had called us from her dorm room back in the States at midnight. She was weeping and hard to understand as she tried to speak. Sean, the boyfriend of Rachel’s close friend, Sophie, had been killed in a car accident earlier that evening. Rachel became Sophie’s rock. She rarely slipped under the weight of Sophie’s grief but the toll on Rachel was evident. She seemed too world-weary for twenty. Nearly a year later a carbon monoxide accident occurred in the apartment complex where she and Sophie lived. One student died, two others were critically poisoned. Tragedy wrapped itself around Rachel’s college days. She knew worries.

			I’d hoped Australia’s sunshine and beaches would be a balm for her. However, a frightened call came soon after Rachel moved there and was living in an apartment with three new school friends. “There’s been a murder across the street,” Rachel said breathlessly. “Blood is everywhere.” In my pretend calm voice I asked if the murderer had been apprehended. Not yet, she explained. The police suspected a bad drug deal and didn’t consider the neighbors to be in imminent danger.

			“Rachel,” I said. “Be sure to lock your windows as well as your doors. Do not, do not go out alone after dark. Be honest. Is this neighborhood you’re living in a good one?”

			“Not really.”

			“Find a new place tomorrow. If you kids need money let me know.”

			Within a few days Rachel lucked into a condo sublet in the coastal suburb of Surfers Paradise. The girls had a kitchen with granite countertops and stainless steel appliances. From their tall living room windows they watched giant breakers rolling onto the pristine beach. The best features were less visible: smoke and carbon monoxide detectors and a secure building. We all slept better.

			And indeed, Rachel seemed most content with her new life on the Gold Coast. Whenever she said “No worries” I’d imagine her big smile. I’d think, yes, she’s past those Vermont winter college days when mortality threatened like black ice.

			My post-snorkeling reverie onboard the catamaran felt just fine. Sure, I’d feared those neurologically demonic jellyfish because I knew how a day could go wrong. Being a nurse had taught me that, just as being a doctor had taught Mark. However, we felt blessed because our days had gone well. And our kids were close to each other and to us.

			As for Mark and me, those good days had been punctuated at times by his stubborn and righteous Jewish bones pitted against my stubborn and righteous Irish ones. Mark bellowed when angry. Not me. I simmered my anger like a pot of stew but on the few occasions when I boiled over, things went flying. Potatoes. Saucepans. Expletives to make a sailor blush. However, as a pacifist, I never aimed at a person. After twenty-five years of marriage we were finally figuring out what worked for us. Certainly not anger, either expressed or repressed. We argued less. Laughed more. We danced in the kitchen while cooking dinner. And on the catamaran beating shoreward against the wind, the sun and the tequila and the closeness of family felt like bliss. I told myself the tough work of parenting had lessened.

			We’d all survived unscathed from our kids’ adolescence. Mike’s primary goal had been to snowboard. Therefore he worked hard academically, stayed almost as pleasant at home as he did with his friends, and earned every mountain hour he could. Rachel focused on her thriving childcare business. She charged exorbitantly, families appreciated her responsibility, kids gravitated to her warmth, and wadded-up cash on her dresser attested to her success. Not wanting to forfeit this gig due to academic or behavioral issues, she maintained good grades, and other than one loud door-slamming year at thirteen, she, too, had been easy to live with.

			There were big tradeoffs, however.

			The Board of Health, had they visited, would have condemned both kids’ bedrooms. They were too lazy to hang up their wet towels in the shared bathroom, so the room never dried out. Mushrooms sprouted through a crack in the flooring by the tub. Mike annexed the dining room for doing homework but then added the mudroom as a bike and snowboard repair shop. Rachel claimed the large basement playroom, and even the dog commandeered my lovely floral couch. Kids not my own raided the pantry, borrowed my shoes, and cooked in my kitchen. Loud music, much of what we didn’t like, rocketed through the house. Two neighboring children slept over so much that I wanted to claim them for taxes.

			When the kids were young, it seemed that each day far exceeded twenty-four hours. Time plodded on when they were babies and we were begging them to sleep until dawn, when they were toddlers pitching themselves to the ground and yelling “no,” when they were school age learning to balance academics with sports and friends, and finally when they were high schoolers and we were just praying they’d stay alive.

			Then, Time, the great prankster, played its trick. The years had passed in a blink. How could Mike have graduated from college; how could Rachel be turning twenty-one and exploring the Great Barrier Reef? Our young-adult children were thriving, something for which we had such gratitude. Now we could relax, drop our guard, no worries. Such contentment on that catamaran. Such fine tequila. Eventually Mark tapped my shoulder, meaning stay awake, Nancy.

			“Rachel,” he said, “Let me take your picture and then I’ll take one of your mom before she falls asleep.”

			Rachel stood, unzipped her wet suit partway, and in her bright pink and orange flowered bikini, reminded me of a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis. Tan, newly muscled from running and weightlifting, she looked stunning. When the Aussie crew passed out cookies, Rachel politely declined. So did Mark. Rachel laughed when I said, “I’ll take a few please,” but Mark didn’t.

			“Aren’t you concerned about your weight?” he asked.

			“Of course not.” I sniped back.

			Rachel glared at Mark, sat down, and nestled against me.

			“Mom,” she said softly, “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

			Mark’s comment oozed like an oil spill across the sun-splashed deck. My weight was the elephant tromping through our relationship because I’d gained twenty pounds since we’d married. Though quite slender then, I packed away food like a linebacker. For years I’d had my father’s praiseworthy metabolism, but smack on my fortieth birthday, my internal set point lowered its standards. My appetite didn’t waver. Still, no one saw me as overweight. I didn’t feel overweight, but Mark often said I’d let myself go.

			Fran, my mother-in-law, prided herself on being a “skinny Minnie” and with every visit she’d comment on friends and family who had “let themselves go.” Perhaps she thought I was also on the train to perdition, because she’d often inquire about my weight. As did her son. I’d smile at them blandly and say, “I never weigh myself.” I should have said, Why are you saying this crap? What does it really mean? Is there perhaps something wrong with how you view food?

			Sometimes I’d diet; Why not lose ten pounds? I’d tell myself, be a size 6 instead of an 8. Make Mark happy. But that appetite I had for both good food and my own happiness conquered all. However, I forgot how much kids hear when they’re busy listening to Pearl Jam, a band we and Mike liked, or to Hanson, a group Rachel adored but that sent us screaming for mercy. Amidst the house clutter, the noise, our crazy work schedules, the kids’ busy school and sports schedules, the weight controversy vibrated with the steady hum of Mark’s discontent. The kids heard this. Busy with the incessant chatter of daily life, I’d pretended to numb myself to language, the language passed from generation to generation, the language about size and food and letting yourself go.

			The language used in families is either a solace or a sword. Mark grew up with an ultra-thin mother who prided herself on being svelte. To her, thin marked the epitome of success, and maintaining that look was her career. How many dozens of conversations had he heard as a child about those who’d let themselves go? Those conversations had wormed into his thinking and how could they not? Those words were the swords in our marriage. I’d explain this to him, but he’d say that he wasn’t trying to be mean, he was trying to help me. All I needed was self-discipline. Will power. I didn’t try hard enough. I didn’t say no to the cookie. And I knew, saying no to the cookies wouldn’t define me. I never guessed that Rachel, who had enjoyed so many fine cookies that we’d baked over the years, would ever say no thanks.

			[image: ]

			One evening during our Australia trip we took Rachel and her roommates out for dinner in Surfers Paradise. Sitting at a long table beneath a string of sparkling lights, we feasted on salmon and lamb, mashed potatoes, salads, and loaves of grilled French bread oozing olive oil and garlic. Partway through dinner, I passed the bread to Rachel. “No thanks, I’m getting stuffed,” she said. I knew that she’d lost those freshman fifteen pounds she’d hated. Pounds I hadn’t thought she needed to lose. Rachel, who had my great appetite, couldn’t be dieting.

			“Gotta save room for the gelato,” she laughed.

			My little red flag of worry lowered itself. Rachel wanted dessert! Nothing could be wrong.

			The next morning Mark, Rachel, and I had breakfast in her tiny kitchen gleaming with stainless steel and sunlight. They had just returned from their morning run and endorphins had them flying high.

			“Rachel,” Mark said, “I can’t believe what a strong runner you’ve become. You kept up with me the whole way.”

			“I know, Dad. Pretty crazy. I love running on the beach.” She pulled her ponytail holder off, shook her hair loose, then chugged her orange juice.

			“Nancy,” Mark said, with unmistakable pride. “She’s just like me now. A real runner. We might train together for the Burlington City Marathon.”

			Father and daughter grinned at each other. Back in middle school, Mark had been Rachel’s basketball coach. She didn’t share his love of the game, the warm-up drills, or fighting for the ball. And when tired, she preferred to sit it out, let someone else race up and down the court. When cut from the ninth-grade team, Rachel cried for maybe two minutes. “Dad will be so disappointed,” she said. And how about you, I wondered. With that big laugh of hers she turned to me and said hell, no.

			Yet beneath her banter, Rachel cared deeply about her father’s opinion. Now, years later, she’d become a runner, a runner earning his high praise. Of course they smiled about this.

			I didn’t see, and wouldn’t see for months, how regimented that running would become. Only lightning or ice storms would stop her. She no longer chided Mark for once completing a marathon on a stress fracture. Now she’d have done the same thing.

			A few days after dinner under those sparkling lights, Rachel and I went shopping. At noon she suggested we stop for a smoothie. I’d been thinking of fries and fish tacos myself.

			“Smoothies are so easy,” she said. “They’re healthy. And cheap. I know this great little shop. You’ll love it.”

			We walked there and bought thick concoctions filled with strawberries, bananas, yogurt, extra protein powders, and vitamin supplements. Rachel promised they’d be delicious and I wouldn’t be hungry for hours, but I had more faith in my fish taco platter. We took our drinks outside and found a table beneath a wide beach umbrella. Rachel and I clinked our tall pink smoothies together.

			“Here’s to Australia,” I said.

			“Here’s to Australia. You know, Mom, I just love it here. Everything’s good. School’s going well. And then there’s Jake.”

			Jake, the surf lifeguard whom she’d met at the beach, had been the subject of several phone calls. Already I knew more about their personal life than a mother needed to know.

			“Yeah,” she murmured. “He’s such a sweet guy. And he thinks I’m gorgeous.”

			“Well he’s right. And you’ve always been.” So true, but when Rachel grew head and shoulders above her friends, way above the late-maturing boys, she felt gawky and then left out when the little blonde girls were invited to the proms. “You’ll love being tall someday,” we told her. She’d say, “Probably, but not right now.”

			Australia, though, specialized in some mighty fine tall men. And were they drawn to her. Especially Jake.

			“Things are really going my way,” Rachel said with confidence. “I finally feel like I have a little control in my life.”

			“Control can be helpful,” I said, thinking about how control helps us get out of bed on time, do the things we need to do, and most importantly, take good care of ourselves. Oh, how I rued those words when Rachel came to understand them in a different way. Later, control would be the jellyfish threatening her life. But of course, like the young woman who was stung on our snorkeling adventure, Rachel never saw it coming. Neither did we. I missed the significant fact that Rachel had grown quietly obsessive about her running and eating.

			“We’re so proud of you,” Mark had said the evening before. “We admire your great grades. Your running. Your healthy lifestyle.”

			Rachel felt strong, assured, and had the admiration of her rugged Aussie boyfriend. But beyond those markers she had once again pleased us, parental opinion being her longtime gold standard.

			But while we trusted that all was well, our horn of plenty emptied day by day beneath our sun-blinded eyes.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Vermont, 2005

			Three months later Queensland, Australia, yielded to autumn as Vermont hesitantly approached mud season. “I can’t believe I’m leaving,” Rachel said over the phone. “I love it here but at the same time, I’m homesick for Vermont. I miss everyone.” She cried when she said goodbye to Jake but she thought it would be impossible to keep their relationship going.

			Rachel’s flight home arrived at midnight on a cool May night. Mike was working in Utah for another month but Mark and I, plus six of her friends, gathered at the airport. The kids had illustrated a “Welcome home!” banner for her and unfurled it as she entered the main terminal. Rachel bounded our way.

			Sophie, Rachel’s close friend, stood near me. Ever since Rachel had seen her through the interminable months following Sean’s death, these two young women now watched over one another. As Rachel got closer, Sophie turned to me.

			“I don’t like this one bit,” she said. “Something’s wrong. Rachel’s too thin.”

			Rachel did look a little thinner than when we’d visited her, but I assumed that once she settled in with my good cooking she’d regain a few pounds. “I think she’s okay,” I said as Rachel lunged into me with a huge hug. I wrapped my arms around her and felt a buttress of ribs beneath her puffy down coat. The jeans, snug in Australia, were looser. So I’d watch what she ate, make sure nothing seemed off.

			Over the next weeks, all seemed well. What a word. Seemed.

			In the morning we’d have eggs scrambled with local Cabot cheese, turkey bacon or lox, large servings of blueberries, often freshly picked, and tall glasses of orange juice. Rachel passed on any toast or English muffins, once a morning staple, and with me eating her share, at least one of us gained weight. Rachel and her longtime friend Lucy worked for a caterer that summer. They often pulled twelve-hour shifts, but the generous owner of the catering company insisted that her staff eat like the guests.

			“I’m learning manners,” Rachel, the liberal college activist and great-granddaughter of an American Socialist Party member, said late one night. “I served at a Republican Party fundraiser, and I just kept smiling.”

			“You tattle on every tipsy or flirtatious Republican in sight but you never mention any badly-behaved Democrats,” I reminded her.

			She laughed as we spread Styrofoam boxes of leftovers on the kitchen counter. Greedily we ate teriyaki chicken skewers, crab cakes, veggies dipped in hummus, and vegetable spring rolls fragrant with fresh basil. Our midnight snack said nothing could be wrong, not with an appetite like that. Granted Rachel looked thin, but not gaunt. Of course she torched calories due to running, but with her emphasis on lean chicken and fish, plus the plates of veggies she ate every day, gaining ten pounds would be tough. Maybe I told myself, not even necessary.

			That summer, like our Australian trip, marked an easy time for us. Finally home from his winter retail job in Utah, Mike, now twenty-three, had a six-month Lake Champlain research assignment, a job where he used his hard-earned biology degree instead of taking first tracks at Snowbird. Rachel stayed busy with catering and babysitting. I loved having a full house again. Many nights the kids met their friends downtown, had a few drinks, and listened to bands. During those too-brief summer months our phones rang more and noise filled the rooms. Dishes littered our sink and crumbs dusted the counter. If only I had the magic to keep that summer endless.

			On Rachel’s nights off she did our grocery shopping and cooking. Mark and I felt like company when we came home where dinner awaited us. Our grocery bill soared. “Do you know how much this organic chicken costs?” I complained one evening.

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she quipped. “You guys buy that regular chicken that’s full of antibiotics and hormones. You should know better. That stuff is so unhealthy.”

			“Okay. You win that one, but does the asparagus need to be organic? We pay a fortune for it and the bathroom still reeks of asparagus pee afterwards.”

			Rachel had set our dining room table like one of her catered events. She’d found our one linen tablecloth and filled a crystal vase with flowers. She gave me a quick hug then lit the ivory candles. Her fair complexion glowed in the diffused light and she looked like the poster girl for antioxidants and vitamins. “Don’t whine,” she said. “All you have to do is come home, sit down, and have dinner served to you. That’s not such a bad deal.”

			She was right. But I felt justified about my complaint that she never ate any of the crisp, warm loaves of French bread she served. As if I’d forgotten an obvious fact, Rachel reminded me kindly that bread bloated her. And I reminded her that she’d grown up bloat-free on bread, pasta, cookies, and cakes. Neither white flour nor whole grain flour had ever made her sick.

			Mike heard our conversation as he entered the dining room. He flopped onto one of the antique chairs and rocked it back and forth, per usual Mike Levine. Any moment the most recent glue job would give. “Rachel, you’re too thin,” he said with his usual candidness. “You need Ben & Jerry’s ice cream.”

			“You know I’m lactose intolerant,” she answered patiently. 

			Before, I’d always assumed that anorexia’s presence would be obvious if it were ever to lodge at our table. I’d thought that the one with the illness would be sad, secretive, and perhaps angry. I didn’t see the way it really happened. Insidious, and wrapped in a smile, tied with a hug.

			Mike doubted the sincerity of his sister’s perpetual cheerfulness. “Have you ever heard her answer the phone?” he asked us one night as we fielded a barrage of donation-seeking callers. I knew what he meant. Rachel spoke to those callers in a voice filled with warmth and joy.

			“Well, unlike you the rest of you,” Rachel shot back, “I don’t sit on my ass waiting for someone to finally answer the phone.” But even then she smiled. The Happy Girl. Mark and I had failed to note that at some point, her big Anne Hathaway smile wore armor.

			At least I had the common sense to worry about Rachel’s refusal to eat more carbohydrates. I knew that if she tried my dense twelve-grain toast in the morning and then had a few slices of hot-buttered cinnamon toast in the afternoon, once her favorite childhood snack, she’d gain those few pounds. No problem. I discussed this with her while climbing Mt. Philo, a hike cresting to a panoramic view of Lake Champlain and the Adirondacks on the other side. Hiking here has always been our let-it-all-out place. First, I had to catch up with her on the steep incline as she and Bentley, our golden retriever, powered ahead. Stuck behind them in my slow lane I had time to think.

			

			“I watched you climb,” I said when I finally joined them. “You’re so strong and fast, but you know, your thighs look a little thinner. I think running has raised your metabolic rate. You need more calories. There’s no doubt about it.” Did my nurse/mother voice sound informed without being preachy? Or worse, hysterical? Oh the endless ways parents must shape language with their kids who are always, no matter what they say to the opposite, sensitive to every spoken or implied word. Tone is a parental art form. Maybe I hit it right that day.

			“Mom, I feel fantastic!” she answered without a trace of defensiveness. “I’ve never felt better about a sport or even about myself. But you could be right. I probably have Dad’s super-fast metabolism. If it makes you happier, I’ll add some carbs.” Again her generous smile and hug. How I’d miss this girl when she returned to school in a few weeks.

			The next day Rachel won a 5K race and a quart of maple syrup. She’d barely broken a sweat as we snapped her picture at the finish line. I arranged that photo by one of Mark as he completed the Vermont City Marathon. I studied their identical long runner’s legs, thin and muscled, able to carry them for miles. They were fine. Like father, like daughter.
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