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  This book is for my mother and father.


  A NOTE TO THE READER


  Exercise bulimia is a newly recognized eating disorder. It is identified by a compulsion to purge calories through excessive exercise. I refer in my book to exercise addiction and compulsive exercise, which I use as interchangeable phrases for exercise bulimia.


  PROLOGUE


  On a recent Saturday evening, Jeffrey and I hurried to get ready for a dinner party. I tried on the same three dresses several times: one was too dressy, he thought, and I didn’t like the way it shaped my arms. One was a little slutty, I thought, and he agreed—too short, too much skin. And the third was too summery. It’s late fall; dressing for the seasons is somewhat confusing in a Northern California climate. Today, for instance, it’s eighty degrees, but there are pumpkins on doorsteps and Starbucks is advertising its spicy latte. I wound up choosing the dressier dress that didn’t flatter my arms, forgot to put on perfume, and off we drove.


  Nice people, all of them. Genuine, friendly, down to earth. I sat with two women I hadn’t met before, sipping wine and talking about working out, about exercise: a common conversation among ladies. With my back to Jeffrey, I wondered if he was listening—silently I hoped he was overhearing this conversation. He’s learned a lot since we’ve been together, about eating disorders and exercise compulsions. He’s learned a lot about what I deem healthy behavior and what concerns me. It was too noisy for me to tell if he was leaning forward, listening to us, or if he had engaged in some other conversation behind me, but it quickly didn’t matter, because I was wrapped up with my two new friends.


  They were discussing the pros and cons of their gym in Sacramento, so I told them that I’m a personal trainer, and that I educate about eating disorders and the risks of exercise addictions. One of the women laughed, Oh, I wish I had that problem! I could see the other woman scan my body, check out my size. I thought to myself, I wish I’d worn the other dress. . . .


  OCTOBER 20, 2000


  Boulder is beautiful in autumn: the sky pure blue, cloudless and bright, the air fresh with changing seasons and falling leaves. Up in the mountains above Boulder the aspen trees are turning. I like driving up the canyon to this huge rock situated off the road somewhere between the small mountain towns of Nederland and Ward. When I lived here with my boyfriend Christopher, we would pack a picnic lunch and sit there, on the rock, gazing at the landscape in the crisp, sunny air. I’m beautiful this fall, too. It’s my senior year of college, and my flesh is slightly carved away, my hair straighter than usual, the hem of it flat, solid, even, the whole combination of which gives me a look of impermeability.


  (It was, in fact, such an impossibly temporary phase. Nothing lasted that year, or in the years to follow. About my hair I later wondered, was it the Boulder temperature that steadied the fall of my locks? Was it the weather, the dryness, my diet? I lost so many long white strands down the shower drain that fall and kept calling home to ask, Am I eating enough chicken? Is there a pollutant in the water?)


  My mother is visiting. I pick her up at the airport in Denver. I look dazzling, with deep blue-black eyelashes and those flat blonde tresses swooping my shoulder blades in the back. I’m wearing some unusually chic yet Boulderesque combination of clothes: a V-neck whooshed in a swirl of colors, a knee-length straight and stretchy black skirt, and fuchsia platform thong sandals. Mom always manages to outdo me, her diamond earrings thrice the rocks of what feel like chips in my own lobes. And on this trip, despite my mother’s grief—pain I don’t yet know about—she steps off the airplane in straight suede pants and an olive leather jacket. She looks Parisian, tiny and sophisticated.


  OCTOBER 21, 2000


  It’s another gorgeous, sunny afternoon in Colorado, and my mother and I are sitting together outside the Boulder Tea House eating its famous hummus on our salads, sipping at our soy chais. I’ve just said I would move to Boston and marry a Harvard man. That perfect autumn blend of sun and breeze is on my back, warming my skin through my T-shirt. The leaves in the park across the street are falling, crisp yellows and oranges, and all around us college students, mothers with strollers, businessmen, and joggers look like they’re almost prancing in the sunlight. Boulder is unsurpassable in autumn: that ideal combination of cool in the mornings and warm all afternoon, with such a bright sky it makes you want to sun your legs. Or maybe it’s only so perfect through my polished approach to life this month. Everything is perfect. Everything is just fine. I am stronger than ever. I tell myself again, I am stronger than ever.


  I tell Mom we should get our nails done. I tell her that I need to get to the gym before dinner. I tell her that I need to market myself for marriage. Mom says, I’m here to tell you everything will be okay, darling girl. I’m taking a bit of a break from family life. She’s squeezing my hand now, our faces close together, and I’m noticing a chicken pox scar on her cheek, near her lips and nose. She says, I’ve rented an apartment, just to get to be a girl! What do you think of that? We’ll still have Christmas at home and then I’ll spend a few months on my own. It’s a darling apartment, all white, and we’ll bring in white orchids and a big mirror, that one we both liked from the catalog. Not to worry, my darling girl, there is nothing to worry about.


  It’s as if one more brick slides out of place in that moment. Life as I know it is already crumbling: My boyfriend Christopher and I have just broken up. College will soon be over, and I have yet to consider work, a career. I am clinging to flat, smooth hair and daily runs for solace.


  Everything is just fine, I tell myself again.


  Now, sitting up straight, declaring my pursuits to my mother, always looking outside myself for answers (the Harvard husband, the trip to the gym), she manages to tell me in a single sentence that she’s leaving my father but everything is fine.


  And everything is fine, because I’m numb. I nod, Of course, I understand. And I do—I have watched my parents fight through my childhood and teenage years. I feel surprisingly calm, despite the wreckage that’s mounting in my body.


  Often, when a person is emotionally overwhelmed, when a person is flooded with emotion, they find a way to disconnect, to skip the pain altogether. I am a fast learner.


  In bed that night, I eat the cookies we bought that afternoon to help us feel safe in the bed-and-breakfast where we are sharing a room for the weekend.


  I don’t think I need cookies to feel safe, but I know my mother does. I followed her around the grocery store Oh yes ing her, watching her move—her hair, the lines of her arms, the purse in her lips, deciding, choosing, selecting so delicately what she would let herself eat, what was good enough, fine enough, perfect. I packed a weekend bag to take with me to the B&B, so we could curl up together until Sunday, watching videos at night and talking, cuddling, snacking. When I was growing up, Mom always kept food by her bed at night, laid out on a napkin. Usually peanut butter on bread, or a banana. Sometimes she had one bite, sometimes two, but most evenings it lay there beside her, an altar to resistance, to discipline, to keeping away, until morning, when it was stale and she’d wrap the napkin around the piece of bread with peanut butter, the cookie, the banana, and drop it in the kitchen trash. I didn’t understand how this distance of food from mouth could keep my mother feeling safe, not yet I didn’t. Three or four chocolate cookies are down past my throat soon enough, and soon enough it feels wrong to have them there.


  I learn later that Mom didn’t keep uneaten food at her bedside to feel safe in staying away; rather, she kept the food there to know it was readily available in case she got hungry. It was there if she needed it, like an extra blanket just in case the heat didn’t work. After a decade of starving herself, the thought of sleeping in a strange place without a safety snack close by was unsettling. But I don’t know her that well yet, and I don’t understand that not eating can be used for many things. I am just starting to learn what it means to be a beautiful woman, a woman like my mother, and I have decided it means not eating cookies that are set up perfectly on a napkin. It means pursing your lips and choosing selectively. It means the world will be okay, no matter what, no matter if you are leaving your husband but can’t say it.


  EARLY OCTOBER 2000


  It’s two weeks before my mom’s trip to Colorado. In a one-tint-warmer Boulder shade of autumn, I’m flying east to Boston to see my boyfriend Christopher, under the guise of visiting my brother Nat and scoping the city for a potential post-college move. Christopher is at school in Connecticut; he’s getting a ride with a friend to meet me in Boston for the weekend. Last year we lived together in Colorado. Christopher took a semester off school to work as a research assistant for a professor at CU. He spent his days skiing up into the mountains to collect water samples while I took walks in the sunshine and studied poetry at Naropa, the small Buddhist liberal arts college where I am working toward my BA.


  [image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]


  Christopher and I met in high school, through friends. I remember the first night we saw each other: It was my eighteenth birthday, a Saturday night in June, and I went to a concert at the small nightclub in our hometown of Charlottesville, Virginia, down by the railroad tracks with a couple of girlfriends. Bruce Hornsby made a surprise appearance that night, and everyone cheered and stayed late. I was wearing a long, blue wraparound hippie skirt with a thin, spaghetti-strap undershirt top, Birkenstock sandals, and a ribbon in my hair. Christopher was behind me with his brother, talking to my girlfriends, who he knew from middle school. They introduced us. His smile was enormous, light and happy. We ran into each other again in the fall, early during our senior year of high school, on the downtown mall, where all the youth of Charlottesville still collect on Friday nights. Usually there’s a band playing. Always there’s flirting and smoking and dancing. Christopher and I fell in love. I couldn’t resist his sweet, happy approach to life, his steadiness, and his bright, flashing eyes.


  Like most young couples, we had to make decisions when we went off to college. I spent a mixed-up year at a small school in North Carolina before transferring to Naropa in Boulder. Christopher went to Wesleyan, in Connecticut. We collected frequent flier miles and spent long, whispering nights together over holidays at home in Virginia. And when I moved to Colorado, Christopher said he would come with me. But it wasn’t until our junior year when he finally took a semester off to live in Boulder. And after that, he took off again to study abroad in Africa. I was heartbroken. I remember we were driving through some mountain town in Colorado when he told me he’d decided to apply for the program. He said, I looked at all the options, and this one scared me the most. That’s why I want to do it.


  We wrote letters obsessively. Okay, I wrote letters obsessively. I have them still saved on my computer: I typed them all, at least one a day, often more, and mailed them to Tanzania. He wrote as best he could, sweet love notes, and once or twice sent photographs. It was during this semester that I began to tweak the way I ate, and how often I exercised. I was so lonely, and so anxious. If too much time passed without a letter, I would panic. I mapped out our life in those months. I wrote him letters with detailed plans for how we’d spend the summer when he returned. And I worked with a therapist who suggested, perhaps, that regular exercise might help ease my stress and anxiety. So I joined the local YMCA and started jogging. And lo and behold, I found that I felt better after a hard run. I also discovered that it changed my body. And people noticed. I wrote Christopher letters about my newfound interest in exercise. I told him, I’ve lost a bit of weight, you may notice. He wrote back and said, Whatever you do, don’t lose your butt! When he stepped off the airplane in June, the first thing he said to me was, Peachie, you look thin.


  Now, I was certainly thinner than before, but I wasn’t, at this point, skinny or sick or starved. I have never been heavy or overweight. I have always been in the normal range for my height, and never before had I tried to lose or gain weight. I didn’t even try to lose weight that semester: I tried only to find solace from my heartache. But I learned one method of coping, and I became attached to that method, and to what it yielded: a slightly leaner and more toned body. A body that gleaned more interest from men, more envy from women. I stuck with it and paid attention to what I ate, too. Instead of eating what I craved, I drilled my mother, asking her what was healthy, what was good for me, what would help me keep this nice lean body.


  When Christopher returned from Africa, I enrolled in Naropa’s Summer Writing Program and he found a job in Crested Butte, a six-hour drive away, and a drive I grew to love, slowly winding my way up and over Cottonwood Pass, beginning to feel that the landscape of the Rocky Mountains was mine to keep.


  We spent our last weeks of that same summer on a drive together, from Colorado through Utah and Idaho, and into Portland, Oregon, where we visited my uncle and his family. Then we headed through Eugene to the coast and spent the most romantic vacation of my life to date traveling together, in my small pickup truck, down Highway 1, and eventually into San Francisco. Most of those afternoons we napped lazily in the bed of my truck, the tailgate open and cool Pacific breezes soothing us. We walked on the beaches at sunset, hooded sweatshirts keeping us warm. We took photographs in the Redwoods and made love tucked in wet, wooded campgrounds. Christopher would drive while I stretched my legs out the window and wrote in my journal.
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  This fall Christopher is back at Wesleyan, and I’ve moved into a big house on the hill in Boulder, with a bunch of CU girls and a new look. Christopher and I are used to being at a distance, physically. But now, with real life looming on the post-college horizon, I’m nervous as I pack my bags for Boston.


  I’m wearing those same fuchsia platform thong sandals on the airplane that I will wear to pick up my mother at the airport in Denver later in the month. I wear the same deep and heavy mascara, the same diamond earrings, the same skirt. The first night of my long-weekend trip I spend alone with my brother Nat, eating prawns at Legal Seafood in Cambridge, the one near MIT, and having the first honest conversation we’ve had in years. We are on the brink, Nat and I, of friendship. He has finished school, is launching a software company, wears beautiful, tailored clothes, and has maids polishing the hardwood floors of his apartment. We talk about our parents, about what it was like growing up, about how we’re changing as adults, and what we believe in. Nat is passionate and I look up to him.


  In the morning I go for a run on the paths near his house, my consistently flat blonde hair, like a gift from a celebrity magazine, brushing my shoulder blades in perfect ponytail form as I jog and think about Christopher. In the afternoon, with Nat at work, I sit at his open dining room table, with the semicircular windows looking out over Beacon Street, listening to the thrashing of the C-line train below. Boston is colder than Boulder in October. The sunlight is less yellow, the sky less blue. But on the East Coast again, in the Northeast now, I feel a tickle of excitement in my guts and groin: what it might mean to be a Bostonian, to live this life. How my wardrobe might be different. More black. How my days might be different. More coffee. Toying with the idea of moving here after graduation, I am supposed to be investigating the city to see if I can fit right in, but instead I am pacing my brother’s living room, tromping over his Oriental carpets in those same fuchsia sandals, waiting for Christopher to ring the doorbell, to call. I am checking my hair and eyelashes in the mirror over the piano. I am thinner than when we met, Christopher and I. I am more beautiful, obsessed with my beauty.


  Which, as it turns out, is in the eye of the beholder. Sweet Christopher eventually clops up the steps to Nat’s brownstone and takes me in in one breath, one fleeting eye-dance of can’t quite land anywhere on my body, and blurts, Your eyes look funny.


  We go out that night, with Nat and his friends, to Charlie’s Kitchen in Harvard Square. (I would later spend countless nights scarfing burgers and fries, doing shots, chugging beers, smoking cigarettes there with Nat and his friends, but then, that first time, I didn’t know to remember the place: to drink in not just the Hoegaarden, but the mirrored walls, the jukebox, the face of each individual waitress—the waitresses in black and studded belts who worked for years at Charlie’s, who got hit on and went home with several of my brother’s friends, my brother himself.) I sit across from Christopher, the mix of music and booze and the chill of autumn flushing our skin, pulsing out my triceps and the tops of my feet. He isn’t used to my designer jeans, my smooth, flat hair. We aren’t used to being twenty-one and drunk together, but here we are. I look at his wide smile across the table and ask when he thinks we should get married.


  It’s not so out of the blue. We’ve talked about this before. We’ve even imagined where we’d hold the ceremony. I dunno, he says, how about when we’re like, twenty-three? Yeah, I say, that sounds about right. Cause I want to have kids when I’m like, twenty-six, so that’ll give us a few years. And twenty-two . . . that’s just too young. Yeah, twenty-three will be good, he says. After the drive home, back across the bridge, back to Beacon Street in Nat’s shiny BMW, blasting Radiohead and that unshakeable feeling that life will never change, that it should always be this good, this free, this surrounded with beauty and men and love, Christopher and I fuck on the air mattress in Nat’s living room. It’s only the second time I can remember ever fucking Christopher: fucking like we really had something to lose, something to hold onto, something to possess and dominate.


  We break up within days of my return to Boulder, sniffling on the phone, talking in metaphors of letting birds go, and whispering thank yous across the wires. It’s my initiative: There is some new divide between us, I can feel it, and though we love each other enormously, I believe that if we continue trying to make it work, we will be forcing something. I had already bought a ticket to fly to Connecticut one weekend in early November. Christopher wants me to still use it. It’s okay, Peachie, you can come out anyway. We can just hang out. But I’m trying hard to move on. I tell him no. I go to bars with my new girlfriends, let men hit on me, enjoying the power I have with my designer clothes and perfect hair. I also have a huge crush on a guy in my program at school.


  Everyone asks me why I ended it with Christopher. It was just time, I tell people. Nothing bad happened. We didn’t have a fight and we don’t hate each other. It’s just that I want to end it now, before it does get ugly. I want to always cherish this as my first love. Christopher has been my best friend, but it’s time for us both to try something new, to grow up.


  Still, we make an agreement that even though we’re breaking up, we will not fully close the door until one of us says it’s closed for good.


  CHRISTMAS 2000


  I, as it turns out, hold onto that hope more than he does. We talk on the phone often between our breakup and the winter holiday. Christopher even invites me to spend a weekend with his friends in the mountains. But suddenly there is a break in the phone calls, and when we talk again Christopher un-invites me and says he has a new girlfriend. I don’t blame him. We are not together anymore. He is right to move on. I have been dating in Boulder, a fellow poet named Jack who let me put my head in his lap while my roommate drove us from bar to bar, my feet dangling out the window, skirt falling around my waist. But it isn’t serious. My mind is on other pursuits. By Christmas I am already down a few pounds, my hair miraculously even straighter and blonder, my clothes more expensive with every wear. My departure from the young earthy love Christopher and I shared has come in the form of a calloused growing up, but also a delicate, inevitable return to my roots.


  Christopher knocks on the door of my parents’ big house one morning with a Christmas present for me. It’s a CD, and he asks me why I don’t have a present for him. I don’t know how to respond; I want to say, Duh! Because we broke up, because you have a new girlfriend, maybe? but I don’t say that. Instead, I ask if he wants to come with me to feed the dogs I’m watching over while a friend of the family vacations out of town. When we get to the house, Christopher tries to hold me, or kiss me, and I push him away, back against the sink, the cowl-neck of my red sweater just in the periphery of my eyesight. Christopher, you can’t do that, you’re with someone else. He says he isn’t sure it’s for real, he says the love hasn’t left him, the love for me, he says, How can we not hang out, how can I not hold your hand, touch your hair? I’m confused. I’m heartbroken. He has a girlfriend, so why is he trying to hold my hand? I know why: He loves me and I love him, too, and we both agree that it was time to move on but suddenly, being here, side by side, so soon, we don’t know how to behave. I want to kiss him but I don’t want to feel any pain or longing.


  It’s cold outside and the dog’s water is frozen. We force sharp shards of ice from the plastic bucket, refill it with warm water; I’ll be back later in the day to check on it.


  Christopher won’t, though, and I will see him only once more before late spring, by which time I’ll have truly transformed, truly shrunk, and will be unrecognizable in only skin and bones, my twelve-year-old sister’s clothes hanging from my hard, chipping form, my lips purple, and my hair no longer shining. Still, even then, he will knock on the door of my parents’ big house and, as we walk away together, reach for my hand.


  As it happens, I return to Boulder for only one night in January, to pack up my pickup truck and bring my belongings back home, back to my breaking family in Virginia, where I feel I need to be, but where I declare I am returning in order to help my adolescent sister find some stability during our parents’ separation.
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