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    Foreword


    The reason I have written this book is to let other people know the truths about a possibly fatal disease. To help people discover what developing, living with and recovering from anorexia nervosa is really like. Most importantly, through my writing I aspire to guide people to understand how to deal with it.


    The book is divided into three parts: the first part is my story, my battle, which I have tried to tell as truthfully as possible, even though aspects of my suffering are still very painful for me, even now.


    The second part of the book is given over to my family ­­– I wanted my loved ones to have an opportunity to express how they feel about my anorexia, which became an unwanted part of our family, and how they feel it has affected them as individuals and us all as a functioning family unit.


    The third part of the book gives some helpful (I hope!) advice to people whose lives are being affected by this disease, this comes partly from my own experience and partly from my research.


    My family, as well as many others who have suffered in similar ways, feel anorexia is a demon and that it is the voice of the demon that anorexics find themselves listening to.


    I hope my story is helpful to you and will open new doorways in your mind about the real truth behind a disease that creates a stranger in the family.


    Katie Metcalfe

  


  
    Part 1


    Katie’s Story


    January 2001 was the time I decided I wanted to be more fit, healthier and slimmer. Just a stupid New Year’s resolution made at the naïve age of fourteen – a time when I should have been rebelling against my parents, the school system and the law, not against my own body, mind and soul. I had no idea that a good intention, listed alongside ‘do more to help the environment’ and ‘snog someone I fancy’, would end with me in hospital and that it would change the lives of my family and myself.


    Forever.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Young, Yearning For Perfection


    My appearance and weight had never really been a big issue or concern to me before I turned fourteen. Of course, I did notice that I was bigger in the thigh and stomach region than most of my friends at school (or so I thought). I also acknowledged that I couldn’t run as fast as my friends or be as good as them at sport. I didn’t feel as attractive to the boys in the class as they were, not to mention the male species out of school. I felt like the ‘tag on’, the girl who ‘wasn’t quite right’. I wasn’t pretty enough and didn’t have quite the right figure. I tried hard not to let it get to me, but sometimes it was difficult, especially as I got older and the pressures to not only look good, but look amazing and to be popular too, increased immeasurably.


    I couldn’t jump the high hurdles in gym class without almost breaking a bone, or perform the perfect handstand without flashing my underwear. I was unable to shoot a pot shot in basketball without it being a fluke, or run for a mile without needing to stop and regain my breath. I would get sniggered at because everybody else could do everything so easily. My girlfriends would talk and brag about how little they weighed and what size trousers and tops they wore, patting their tummies and saying, “Look at this fat, isn’t it horrible? No wonder I weigh so much.” I wouldn’t dare say how heavy I was; I wanted to avoid being humiliated. Little did I know that I was actually in the acceptable weight range for my age and height, and my friends were underdeveloped for their age.


    The time I decided to do something about my weight, appearance and popularity was just after I turned fourteen, and was at a difficult period in my life anyway. The teacher I had had from the age of seven was leaving the school to go and live and teach in Germany, and all my school friends were leaving to go to other schools, a lot of them at boarding schools all over the country. I wouldn’t be able to see them often. There was still another year left at school, and I was determined to see it through. I didn’t want to change schools although I knew it wouldn’t be easy. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t get on with the three boys that I would spend the year with. I decided there was nothing I could do, other than to make the best of a bad situation. At least I’d got what I wanted, to finish my education at Botton Steiner School, even if it meant being the only girl in a class of four.


    Throughout our year, for one reason or another, we had five different teachers, which didn’t help the situation or our education. My classmates thought that it was their duty and God-given right to annoy and upset me. They constantly gave me a hard, often unbearable, time. They would ransack and tip over my desk, hit me for no reason, and call me obscene names such as ‘whore’, ‘slag’, ‘fat cow’ and others that I won’t repeat as I cringe to think of them. They tried to make my life at school a living hell every single day and I used to wake up in the morning and dread getting up to face another day with them. My parents said I should leave school and take up my education elsewhere, but I didn’t want to and felt that if I did the boys would have won. I also believe the thought of starting at another school scared me more than being with the boys. I figured that if there were three boys who could make me feel terrible inside as a person, how many would there be at a school of hundreds, possibly even thousands, who would be the same and possibly worse?


    Over time, I became increasingly paranoid, and I always tried to make everything I did in life perfect. I thought that if I lost a bit of weight, got fitter and slimmer, then maybe the boys would be more pleasant to me, and not so horrible. But that didn’t happen. The situation got no better. To tell the truth, changing my appearance made it much worse.


    On the 1st January I weighed myself, I weighed eight and a half stone, and my height was 1.65m (5ft 5in). To me, that was far too heavy for my height and age. I made the decision that it would be wise to start cutting certain things out of my diet. I decided to construct some sort of a meal plan, which dictated the things I could and could not have. This would help me to lose the weight, which I figured was making my life a misery.


    The first food I cut out was bread. I’d watched lots of brainwashing television programmes and read many magazine articles about how cutting carbohydrates out of your diet can help you to lose weight. I also had it in my head that bread contained masses of calories and fats and was an ultimate no-no if I wanted to diet. Cutting out bread was quite a hard thing to do, as it meant no toast, sandwiches or pizza: three things that I loved and enjoyed to eat. I replaced the bread with low fat, low calorie crackers, such as Ryvita and rice cakes.


    After a short time, my family noticed that I was refusing to eat cheese on toast, fried egg sandwiches, and my favourite food of all – pizza, as well as various other things that I enjoyed. They started to question me. I would answer by saying that it was a New Year’s resolution, and I wanted to see how long I could last (which was sort of true, in a way). They decided to leave it at that. I guess that my parents didn’t think I would last very long and that I’d be eating normally within days.


    Soon after I cut bread out of my diet, I also cut out sweets, all fried foods, chocolate, crisps and, gradually over time, simple things like butter, sugar, whole milk and normal cheeses. I refused to have a pudding after a meal and snacks after school became a thing of the past. It was hard at first not to eat these things, but it did make it easier when, each time I weighed myself, I found I was losing weight. I started adding more exercise to my daily plan and, in January, began going for long walks, from three to sometimes six miles, two or three times a week, and playing basketball in break-time at school. I ignored the sarcastic comments from the boys and other students. I was determined to stay focused and lose the weight and horrible appearance that was keeping me from being accepted and liked.


    After a few weeks, I made progress with my exercise, going jogging with my mum regularly, playing football after school for a few hours, as well as basketball. I admit that I became totally obsessed with exercise and burning calories; a sensible one or two days a week of physical activity ended as being an obsessive seven. After a while of jogging with my mum, I decided to stop, because I got terrible stinging pains in my knees, as though pins were being jammed into the bone. I also thought people passing by in cars might laugh at my flabby bum, wobbling thighs, sweaty face and my feeble attempts to do justice to the word ‘jog’. So I took up going on bike rides instead, by myself.


    It became a regime that I couldn’t break. If I missed out a day of my routine, I’d add it to my next day’s exercise, doubling the amount. I would exercise in any weather too. Sometimes it would be raining so hard I’d be soaked to the skin within minutes of stepping out of the house, but I didn’t care, as long as my exercise was done, that was all that mattered. I even rode my bike when there was six inches of snow on the pathway, and my hands were so cold, beneath two pairs of gloves, that I struggled to grip the handlebars. My body would regularly scream at me to stop, my legs aching in protest and my eyes streaming from the pain that jolted through my chest as I pushed myself further and further along unknown pathways and deserted roads, bumpy forest tracks and grassy slopes.


    As time went by, I used knowledge acquired from science lessons at school to my advantage in losing weight. I would wear thin clothing, aware that the less clothing you wore when out in the cold, the more calories you burned. Naturally, this act of stupidity took a toll on my health and I started to suffer from terrible coughs and colds, which of course would be ignored. I had more important things to be thinking about than a dripping nose and throbbing head.


    Life at school was no better, and to make things worse our house in Margrove Park was up for sale. I didn’t want to move from the beautiful, peaceful countryside, which I loved, to the town. Although I had no friends where we lived, I loved the place, I loved the quiet, I loved our house, and I really didn’t want to leave.


    A few months had passed since I had started my new ‘routine’ and ‘meal plan’, and my dad was starting to get more and more suspicious of me because I was refusing to eat things like curry, chips, pasta and rice or anything I thought had butter on it, or had been fried in oil. He began asking question about why I’d stopped eating the things that I’d been happily eating a few months before. I just told him to forget it and to leave me alone. I knew what I was doing, and I didn’t want him to interfere with my new daily life plan.
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    Chapter 2


    The Friend Inside My Head


    By March, I had become totally obsessed with food. Food, exercise and my weight were my life and all that I could think about. At meal times, I would eat really slowly, savouring each mouthful, often taking minutes to consume something that should take mere seconds. It was March when I was adopted by my new best friend: a trusted voice in my head, which told me what I could and couldn’t eat and what to do. It was impossible to distinguish if the voice was male or female, but it had its various tones: soft and reassuring if I listened to it, firm when I was struggling, and vicious if I stepped over the line of its authority. It would tell me to eat my food slowly, as it would be a long time until I could have any more. I listened religiously, confident that it was my guide to achieving everything that I desired. Moreover, if I listened to it, then its tone would remain caring and soft, just as the voice of a best friend should.


    I’ve always loved cooking, ever since I was a little girl, but now I was trying to do it at every opportunity, but rarely eating anything I prepared. I would get cookery books from the library and look at them for hours at a time, often writing out the recipes, and trying to think of ways I could make them low-fat.


    I was totally obsessed with calories and fat in both food and drink. Whenever I picked up a packet of biscuits or a bottle of juice, I had to turn it over and look at the calorie and fat content and that would determine whether I was allowed to have it. The voice told me to look at the content and study it, and if it was too high in ‘the bad stuff’ then I wasn’t allowed to have it, and I had to put it back without question. If I was ever queried by anyone about my ‘packet scanning’ I would casually claim that I was simply searching out the additives and E numbers, which seemed more of a natural thing for a vegetarian girl of my age to be doing.


    As I ate less, exercised more and continued to lose weight, the voice grew stronger. Eventually, it took over my mind. For example, if I thought I’d eaten too much at lunchtime, and afterwards I went on a bike ride, after my usual six miles the voice would scream at me to do another mile because I’d eaten more than I should have. It told me that if I didn’t do that extra mile, I would get even fatter than I already was, and my life would become all the more terrible. I believed this and obeyed it. No matter how tired I felt, or how bad the weather was, or how much my joints ached or how intense the pain in my head was, I did that extra mile to ensure I didn’t get fat.


    The more weight I lost, the more commanding and controlling the voice sounded in my mind. But I felt that I was in control and that the voice was just a firm, strict friend who was helping me to lose more weight and to achieve everything I wanted. I felt that at last I had control of one thing in my life.


    In April, I hit an all-time low. I became incredibly miserable and depressed, and started bursting into tears for no apparent reason. Big arguments with my parents started, and would occur almost every day. We would argue about food, school and moving house among other family issues. Mum and I both noticed I hadn’t had a period since January. Mum said it was because I was losing weight, and that I might now be underweight. She made me an appointment to go and see my GP, Dr Wilson. Naturally I disagreed and claimed it was simply my teenage hormones going slightly haywire.


    When I went for my first appointment, I was weighed, but I was not underweight according to the medical scales. Dr Wilson thought my periods were just adjusting to the monthly cycle, even though I had been having regular monthly periods for two years! Dr Wilson said that I wasn’t overweight, but was OK for my age and height, and that I shouldn’t want to lose weight (I thought the complete opposite), but it was clear that I had some problems in my life.


    As the weeks went on, my depression worsened and visits to Dr Wilson became more frequent. At my appointments she weighed me, and then we would talk about how things were going. We’d talk about most things, school, life at home, and my relationship with food and exercise. I’d tell her how I wanted to go back to being a small child, when life was simple and every day was happy and a new adventure. She replied bluntly that of course that wasn’t possible, and I had to face up to reality and grow up. Often, I’d just sit there, not say a word and just cry for the hour. I’d let her do all the talking, but not take in anything that she said.


    After the first visit, I found each time that I’d lost more weight; but I was still convinced that I didn’t have a problem. The only thing I thought was wrong with me was that I was having a hard time at school with the boys, and that I was weak and pathetic for not being able to cope with it. And, of course, that I was far too fat.


    When Dr Wilson told Mum I had lost weight, Mum tried her hardest to get me to eat more. But I refused. I became very secretive and sneaky, in the hope that I would be able to deceive Dr Wilson and my parents. I started to wear heavier clothes to my appointments and all my jewellery, even bracelets around my ankles. Then when I stepped on the scales, it would appear as though I hadn’t lost weight. It worked for a while, but I was eventually found out and asked to take off my clothes and jewellery before I stepped on the scales. (I think it was my gaunt face and blue-tinged hands and nails which gave the game away.)


    Seeing Dr Wilson helped get some things that were bothering me off my chest, but it didn’t solve my problems. It made the situation at school even worse because the boys would question me about having to go home early, or missing lessons. When I told them why I had to go early, they would laugh and tease me. The teachers at school appeared to do nothing about the bullying. I think that some of the teachers thought that I exaggerated how bad it actually was. Even when the boys were told off, they didn’t care and the teachers would be told to “fuck off” or “get lost”.


    I presume some of the teachers were afraid of my classmates because the boys could do nothing wrong, although the teachers suffered from constant verbal abuse. A blind eye was turned to the effects that the nastiness was having on me, as it was too complicated an issue. As the year progressed, so did the bullying and the teachers’ denial of it. And so, anorexia’s grip tightened around my life.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    A Lesson In Obsession


    Every day, my diet was becoming all the more restricted. Instead of having six rice cakes at tea, I went down to four, and the spreads I put on them were also being reduced. I started to eat cereal at breakfast with the fewest calories I could find – the types dieters were recommended to have by doctors. Normally, I’d have the cereal drenched in milk, but the milk also became less, until I wasn’t using any at all, and would eat my cereal dry. Doing this hurt my mouth, and soon my gums became sore and bled. I’d wet my bowl with water so that it looked as though I’d had milk with it. I hid my food too. I’d hide it in my room, wrapped in tissue paper and plastic bags, until the coast was clear to dispose of it. I wouldn’t do it always, just when I felt I had to. I was caught a few times by my mum trying to throw away food, but I always talked my way out of it by saying something like I’d dropped it on the floor, or I didn’t like it. I hated hiding my food and lying to my parents, and I guess I was lying to myself too. But, I’d be convinced by the voice, when I got away with hiding food, that I had done a good job. It was the anorexia that was in control. Not me.


    My exercising became scarily obsessive, and I was doing more than ever before. Cold weather no longer affected me in the slight way it used to, it now bit hard into my bones, but I didn’t believe that my weight loss was the cause. I was adamant, as was the voice, that I was still fat. Whenever I looked in a mirror, I saw two black dots driven into a mound of quivering blubber staring back at me. Before long my hair began to come out in clumps when it was brushed. In the morning, my pillow would be covered in hair. The long, thick, beautiful hair that had always been one of my best features was rapidly thinning. My nails and lips were blue when I went outside, although it was May, and my nails were becoming brittle and flaky and snapped at the slightest touch. I found all this devastating, but refused to believe it was a result of my dieting. My mum noticed that a downy blonde hair had appeared on my arms and back (lanugo, one of the common signs of anorexia). I was showing classic symptoms of anorexia, but still refused to believe that I had it. So, I stuck to my crazy diet and exercise routine. I kept my appointments with Dr Wilson, but nothing she said convinced me that I was suffering with an eating disorder and becoming dangerously thin. Already my mind was warped by anorexia’s main wicked way: denial.


    In July, I came to the end of my year eight, and the end of my time at Botton School. On the last day, I remember walking into the classroom and going to my desk. All three boys’ eyes were on me as I walked across the room, but I couldn’t see what they were looking at, so thought they were being their usual pig-ignorant selves. When I sat down and tried to open the lid of my desk I found that it had been glued shut and I couldn’t open it. The boys were in hysterics as they watched me struggle to get it open. When I finally succeeded, I found all the pictures I’d had stuck on the inside of Marilyn Manson, Metallica, Nirvana and vampires had been ripped out. All I could do was ask myself, why? What had I done to deserve this treatment? Why had they ruined the pictures of the bands I doted on and the culture I was part of? I felt the tears sting my eyes as I got up and went to tell the teacher what they had done. But she actually found it amusing, and didn’t think it was such a big deal. And she LAUGHED along with the boys, and told me not to make such a fuss. It was meant to be a joke, and pictures could easily be replaced. This was the same teacher who, when told that I had an eating disorder, told me that it was better to be slightly underweight than slightly overweight. And I believed her. This was also the same teacher that I’d felt incredibly close to only a year before. She was someone I could open my heart to and tell everything to. She’d changed and now, to me, was a stranger. Slowly, all the people around me were changing into strangers.


    I was glad to leave that class, but I was still very fond of Botton School, and didn’t want to go because it really was a lovely area, and I think I was blessed to have had the opportunity to go to a school in such an idyllic place for so many years, even if the last year there had been a living hell.


    * * *


    The long summer holidays now stretched before me, which meant I could focus all my attention on losing weight, as I didn’t have any schoolwork to worry about. So nearly every waking minute of my day was spent exercising, and I was eating less with each day that passed.


    In August, we went on a family holiday to Tenerife for two weeks. This was the first holiday we’d had in five years and the first time we had ever travelled abroad together. We went all inclusive, which meant that all our meals and drinks were included in the holiday package. I was nervous about how well I would manage to stick to my strict eating plan and exercise routine, as I couldn’t bring my rice cakes and bike along with me to Tenerife. I was also very excited about going abroad with my family for the first time, and determined to have a good time, as well as sticking to my routines.


    Before we went on holiday, Mum and I went shopping for clothes to take with us. I was ecstatic that I had to buy clothes in sizes ten, eight and even smaller, and the fact that I had to use safety pins to hold up my new trousers and tops thrilled me all the more and made me feel as though I had achieved something fantastic. It was a wonderful feeling at the time, knowing that half a year ago, there was no way that I would have fitted into those size clothes. And so, with my new clothes, we set off to Tenerife.


    But, our holiday didn’t get off to a very good start. I was in the washroom at the airport when we had to hurry because our plane was due to depart in five minutes. All the passengers were ready (except me). So I hurried, and quickly dried my hands. It was only when we were running to board the plane that I realised that my thumb ring was missing. I stopped short and flipped. I begged Mum to take me back to the toilets to go and find it, but we had no time, as Mum and I were the only passengers not on the plane. I was in tears as the plane took off, as the ring had belonged to my Nanna, and it was very old and incredibly valuable to me. I never took it off. I couldn’t work out how it had come off, as my fingers weren’t that thin for it to slip off. So I decided that it must have come off when I was hurriedly drying my hands. My mum tried to persuade me that it was because my fingers were too thin, but I refused to believe her. My thumbs were the size of pork sausages; it simply wasn’t possible for the ring to come off without being pulled by force. The voice naturally reassured me that Mum was wrong and that my perception of why it had come off was accurate.


    The loss of my most loved piece of jewellery and the confirmation of my still ‘pork fat’ fingers, meant that I was miserable, irritable and horrible to be around for the entire flight there, and for days after we had arrived.


    On the first morning in Tenerife, when we went downstairs to get our breakfast, I was amazed at the wide range of foods there was to choose from. I wandered around the serving area with my plate, past all the fried foods and the array of continental breads and cakes, trying to decide what to have, but knowing that I wouldn’t have any of the things that I really wanted. I knew the voice simply wouldn’t let me. In the end, I settled for muesli. It wasn’t very nice, consisting of raw oats and hardly any fruit, but I knew it was the food with the least calories in. I didn’t fill my small bowl up though, just in case people thought that I was a greedy pig. I did get a few strange looks from other guests as I walked back to our table with my little bowl and glass of orange juice; it didn’t occur to me that it was because of the tiny amount I had and how thin I looked. I automatically assumed they were looking because I had far too much food on my plate.


    After breakfast, we went swimming, to my relief, as I could burn off the calories that I’d eaten at breakfast. I was very, very paranoid about people seeing me in my swimming costume, because of my thunder thighs and elephant bum, so I wore a towel around my waist until I had to take it off to get in the pool. (If I could have, I would have gone in with it still around my waist.) Once in the pool, I swam for ages, up and down and up and down, until my legs and arms ached so badly that I had to stop and get out. I’d wait in the pool, until I was sure that no one was watching, leap out, and quickly wrap my towel around my bum and legs before anyone had the chance to see the disgustingly foul sight that was my body. It was like that every day of the holiday and my attitude towards my body in a swimsuit didn’t improve in the slightest; it became far worse.
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    My mum noticed that my lips and nails turned blue when I got out of the water. So she ordered me not to swim for so long. But did I listen? Did I hell! The exercise was burning off calories and unwanted fat. Of course, I wouldn’t do less! I felt, and the voice assured me, that I was putting far too many calories into my body anyway.


    Another way I burned off fat was by always using the stairs, taking them two at a time, even if my body protested, and never taking the lift to our rooms on the sixth floor. My legs soon felt the pressure I was putting them under, and I would often fall asleep crying into my pillow because of the constant pain. Little did I know that by now the muscles in my legs were starting to digest themselves. The voice reassured me that the pains were a sign of strength. Signs that I was progressing with my weight loss. The pains were something that all people who aimed to lose weight felt. Of course, I really believed this, and my legs continued to suffer the abuse I forced upon them.


    Every meal time, Mum, Dad and I would argue over portion sizes, and they’d moan at me that I wasn’t eating a variety of foods. I do remember, on the first night we were there, I’d done masses of swimming during the day, and I had satisfied the voice’s ‘appetite for exercise’, so I decided, what the hell! I’ll treat myself! So at dinner, after a small meal of salad and pasta, I went to get some pudding with my sister, Penny. I said I would, if she would. There were all the things that I adore, so Penny and I decided that we would each get a few different samples and share them. There was rice pudding, custard, chocolate tart and apple cake. So we both took a little of what we fancied, and went back to our table to share our puddings. I remember Mum and Dad’s faces when they saw what we were doing. They were beaming with pride, relief and sheer joy. I automatically thought they were thinking I was a fat pig and laughing at me for being so greedy. I’d already eaten pasta, and salad, what right did I have to get anything else? What right did I have to stuff my face with treats? So, with these thoughts fixed in my mind, I stopped eating, left what remained of my pudding, which was almost everything I’d taken to begin with, and excused myself. I sprinted up the six flights of stairs to make myself sick. Kneeling before the toilet bowl, my hair messily tied back, I pushed two fingers down my throat, so forcefully that I scraped the skin. With the faint smell of urine and bleach it wasn’t hard to vomit up the small amount I’d eaten. Yet I heaved again and again, until I could see small specks of blood among the regurgitated food and my stomach felt sore and empty of the foulness of food.


    I shakily made it to my feet and splashed my face over and over with freezing water until it was numb with cold. Feeling less faint, I inspected the damage. I stared down into the toilet bowl, disgusted yet thrilled at the same time. I flushed the badness away, and smiled as it swirled down the drain. Swirling away with it was my interior pain. I observed the floor, and was impressed to find that not a trace of vomit had found its way there. I was an expert already on only my first attempt. The smell was vile, but was soon replaced by cheap perfume. Knowing now how easy it was to rid myself of the impurities of food, I was determined, as was the voice, to continue to use the skill whenever I needed to. No one would ever find out about it, and how could they? It wasn’t as if Mum, Dad or my doctor could inspect my stomach regularly. How would they know if it contained food or not? Again, the voice in my head had ordered me to do something, and again I had obeyed.


    It was nearly always my dad who started the arguments at meal times, saying that my portion “wouldn’t feed a sparrow”, and he would march me over to get more food. (But I know now that it was only concern for me that made him do it, and the fact we had paid over three thousand pounds for our holiday and he didn’t want to sit back and watch me eat minuscule amounts of food.) But when he’d comment on my portion sizes and attempt to make me eat more, I assumed he was trying to make me fat, and there was no way I would let that happen after the hard work that I had put into losing weight.


    All in all, it was an enjoyable holiday, minus the lost ring, and the arguments about food. I had successfully managed to stick to my routine and exercise every day, and keep to my meal plan, even eating less some days, which I thought was an enormous achievement. As did the voice. It kept reminding me, to ensure that I wouldn’t lose track, to ensure that I would continue to abide by its rules to reach the state of perfection it had promised.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Horrendous Heartache And Hospital Hell


    We were home from Tenerife for one day before I started at my new school, Billingham Campus. (The school term had already begun while we were away.) I was quite excited about starting at a new school, but also was like a small child on its very first day at school. I didn’t have a clue what the people there would think of me. I thought they might all think I was fat and stupid. But when I arrived, none of the boys called me fat or overweight, as I thought they would, and neither did the girls. People did notice my alternative appearance, a Nirvana hooded top, black nail varnish, black hair and silver jewellery, which did make me stand out. People who noticed shouted, to my dismay, ‘mosher’ and despite being the new girl, known for being quiet, I immediately corrected them, stating that I was a ‘Goth’ and not a ‘mosher’. So I was called ‘Goth girl’ instead, which I didn’t mind, because at least that was correct. I didn’t take the ‘mosher’ comment as a form of bullying. It was nothing at all compared to what I had to endure a few months previously. I just felt it was important to be addressed as something that I actually am.


    I managed to make quite a few friends in the first days that I was there, both boys and girls, alternative and not. It did seem to me, though, that being alternative was the ‘in thing’ to be at school which helped me and made me seem likeable to most of the students. A lot of the girls in my year asked me how I stayed so thin. I laughed and said ‘I’m not thin!’ Then just shrugged and said that I tried to eat healthily and exercise often. To me, I wasn’t thin by any stretch of the imagination. I was still a blubbering blob. But I was thrilled that some people had noticed the effort I was putting into losing weight.


    When lunchtime came around, I’d sit by myself with a packed lunch. All my new friends went home for their lunch, but that wasn’t possible for me, as I still lived twenty miles away in Margrove Park. I’d pack my lunch at home in the morning myself. At first, it consisted of two thick rice cakes with peanut butter, two Ryvitas with Philadelphia Light cheese, and two Ryvitas with jam, and one or two pieces of fruit. Soon, it only consisted of two Ryvitas with a scraping of cottage cheese and a piece of fruit. (I stopped using peanut butter and jam, as the fat and calorie content was far too high.) Most of it would end up in the bin. I’d often get strange looks from other students as I sat there with my crackers and fruit; they had their ham sandwiches, crisps and chocolate. I remember the dinner hall was really cold because the doors were constantly left open, and it wasn’t heated. You would have to take off your coat, even if you didn’t have a jumper, and my teeth would physically chatter, because I’d only be wearing a school shirt. I requested a number of times to be allowed to put on my coat (despite the voice’s demands not to – one of the rare times I ignored it) but my request was denied. I was told that it couldn’t be one rule for one, and another for everyone else. I accepted this, and punished myself for being so selfish by taking another item out of my diet, and riding for an extra mile.


    My concentration was getting worse by the day. I couldn’t focus on my schoolwork because food dominated my thoughts all the time. I’d always be the last one to leave the classroom because I’d have to make my work perfect, and I wouldn’t leave until it was.


    To my absolute amazement I was put in the top set for every subject, including maths, which I hated the most. Maths was also the subject I found the hardest to concentrate on, and often I couldn’t understand anything the teacher was explaining or telling us to do because the voice would be constantly nagging in my ear, telling me to swing my legs that little bit faster, and twiddle my fingers until they turned numb.


    I’d often end up in tears, sobbing into my desk. I felt such a failure at not being able to understand. I wouldn’t believe it was because my body and brain were starving and begging to be nourished. I didn’t believe that being underweight affected the brain’s ability to function. Well, I didn’t believe that it affected mybrain because I was certain I wasn’t underweight anyway. Of course, it would have an effect on the starving children in Africa and girls with realeating problems and realmental illnesses. But me, I was having problems because I was thick, pathetic and useless and would continue to be so until I was as light as air.


    After school, I had the same routine, day after day after day. I would get home after a silent hour and a half car drive with my parents. During the trip they’d ask me about school and how I was feeling, in a desperate attempt to get me to talk. But I would only murmur in response, too wrapped up in my own world, too preoccupied with arranging my routine in my mind. I knew that nothing would change unless the voice demanded that I altered it in some way. I would do at least two hours of homework, and then go for a six-mile bike ride (maybe more if I thought I had over-eaten that day), then I would have a tiny, healthy dinner (usually pasta and salad). This was a tiny portion by Mum’s standards but huge to me. Dinner was followed by yet more homework, often till as late as eleven-thirty. All my homework had to be perfect; no letter wrongly shaped, no paragraph the wrong length, no number in a maths equation wrongly formed, before I’d finally allow myself to fall, exhausted, into bed.


    My concentration deteriorated as I continued to eat less and exercise more. A few weeks after starting at Billingham Campus, I began getting sharp, stinging pains in my heart and chest area during the day, which worsened when I exercised. I ignored them, and never mentioned them to anyone, for fear of being an inconvenience. (What a big mistake that was.) Generally they would fade away, but one evening, after coming back from an eight-mile bike ride in the pouring rain, the chest pains were far worse than before. I was doubled over in agony and could barely breathe. When I finally made my way through the garden in the pitch darkness I stumbled into the house, my hands clutching my chest. Mum had prepared my tea: a mushroom burger, peas, and boiled potatoes. I told her immediately, through sobs, about the pains in my chest but she thought that I was faking so that I wouldn’t have to eat. I was made to sit at the table, and make at least an attempt to eat some of the meal.


    “Eat it,” my sister snapped. “Mum made it for you. Eat it.”


    “Yeah,” my brothers cried in unison while smothering their own food in tomato ketchup and banging their tiny fists on the table in protest at my not eating. “You have to!”


    I felt trapped and cornered with nowhere to run to or hide. With Mum hovering over the table, and my siblings glaring at me with their wide eyes over their forks full of food, I took one bite of the burger. One hand still clutching my chest, in some hope that the harder I clutched and wished, the more likely the pain would fade. I nearly choked on that first mouthful and spat it back out again. I refused to take another bite. Tears were streaming down my face as I tried to convince Mum that I was not faking the pain. It was then that she realised something really was wrong. She told my siblings to shut up with their comments and made me go straight to bed. She made me an appointment to go and see Dr Wilson first thing in the morning and prepared a hot water bottle and a mug of hot chocolate in the hope that I’d drink it. She spent hours stroking my hair and telling me that everything would be just fine while I continued to plead silently with the voice to make the pain stop. I felt as if I was five years old again, when, at times when I was feeling ill, my mum’s attention, a hot water bottle and a drink would make things much better.


    That was not the reality now. The illness would take a lot more than a mother’s attention to beat it. The discomfort remained throughout the night, and at some points became so painful that I longed for my life to be cut short just so that I no longer had to endure it. I watched my mum’s face contort with distress. Sleep never came that night, and, as my tired eyes saw the sun rise into the sky, I felt a sinking feeling in my empty, groaning stomach that the discomfort in my chest would be something more than just temporary pain.


    After a failed breakfast, I went for my appointment and Mum and I explained about the pain, which had calmed down slightly. The doctor took my pulse and blood pressure, and found they were both dangerously low. My heart was under enormous stress. She explained that if I had not told Mum, and had just ignored the pains, it was likely that I would have had a heart attack and quite possibly died! That really shocked and scared me. I thought that it was only old people who had heart attacks, not girls my age. She told me that it wasn’t safe to be walking around as I was, as I was vulnerable to having further serious chest pains and heart failure. She phoned South Cleveland Hospital there and then and told them that I needed a bed immediately. I was very anxious about going into hospital, as it would mean missing my exercise routine and being where everything was different again.


    Mum and I went home to collect some overnight clothes and toiletries, and we didn’t speak a word to each other in the car. Only cried silent tears. Mum would reach for my hand but I’d purposefully put mine out of reach. For some reason, I didn’t want her touching me at that point. I didn’t want her anywhere near me. I didn’t want anyone at all, other than the voice. I wanted the voice to reassure me again and again that everything would be OK, that I would be able to exercise in the hospital, that I wouldn’t be force-fed and that I wouldn’t grow into an obese whale. It had already told me that the pains in my chest were normal, nothing to worry about. It told me that I should be happy that I was feeling them, as they were a sign of strength.


    Mum and I drove to the hospital; I couldn’t believe what was happening to me. I was confused and angry with myself for making such a big fuss. Of course, I wouldn’t have had a heart attack. There was no reason for it to happen to me.


    When we arrived, I had lots of tests for all kinds of things, most I didn’t know the reason for, and eventually I was put into a bed and had heart monitors attached. They bleeped very loudly whenever I moved a muscle. It pronounced me dead about five times during the first few hours of my stay!


    The first night was terrifying. I was petrified about what would happen to me, how long I would have to stay there and not be able to do my exercise routine. Worst of all, what if they forced food down my throat and made me fat again? Mum stayed with me in the hospital and Dad stayed at home with my brothers and sister. I didn’t know at the time, but my siblings were convinced that I was dying and that they would never see me again. Hearing this confession from them, years later, proved their true feelings for me. Their true feelings of love and concern: two things, which I was sure had long since died.


    I was in hospital under observation for two nights and three days. In that time, no one forced any food down me, but I was encouraged to eat. I tried my hardest to ignore the voice and to eat something as I wanted to go home. The voice snapped at me whenever I went against its wishes, claiming I no longer cared about my weight and image. Claiming that I would abandon its friendship soon, and become the overweight, hideous creature that I had been before it had come into my life. I did eat a little, but only because I made a promise to the voice that I would exercise the calories and fat off as soon as I got home. I didn’t want food inside my body any more than it did.


    I was allowed to go home when the pains in my chest had fully subsided, and the doctors treating me said there was nothing else they could do to help. They couldn’t persuade me to eat more than half an apple. They couldn’t stop my exercise attempts or climb inside my mind and pluck out my new ‘best friend’. They couldn’t approach anorexia and rip it from me. At this time in my life nobody could help. I was firmly trapped in anorexia’s web. While lying in hospital, in a state half in, half out of sleep, I heard the nurse say to my mum, “Look at her – so peaceful. She looks just like an angel.” I gave no indication that I had heard and kept my eyes closed. One thought flashed in my mind as I lay there. How could I be an angel? I was still a fat freak, gaining weight every second. I was an ugly nobody. I was nowhere near being as light as air, as that’s what angels needed to be – light as air to fly.


    The morning after I was discharged, I waited until the house was empty, siblings at school and Mum and Dad at work. No one could stop me from doing my exercise. I walked about three miles (walked because Dad had taken the shed key to stop me getting to my bike) although my legs ached with each step. I carried on, determined to burn off the fat and calories that I had consumed during my stay in hospital. The voice constantly congratulated me on my firm-mindedness and kept up my will to continue. I didn’t notice the beauty of the countryside that before had left me awestruck. I didn’t notice the graceful swans that glided on the smooth lake that I passed, making tiny ripples every now and then. I ignored the wild flowers swaying in the scented, light, cool breeze and the placid cows swishing their tails, chewing the cud and watching the world pass them by without a care in the world. None of that mattered to me any more. Satisfying the voice’s demands was the onlything that mattered. Nature had always been my world, my escape from my family and the trials and tribulations of life. But to me now, it was nothing.


    I returned home, moments before my mum arrived to check on me. I’d forgotten all about her returning, as exercise had been my focus from the moment my eyes opened. Mum never questioned my outside clothing, the gloves, hat and scarf. She had come to accept it as ‘the norm’. She failed to question my sallow cheeks and purple lips
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