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Praise for
Life Inside the “Thin” Cage

“The chronic quest to achieve and maintain a certain ‘look’ or weight seems universal. Far more often than I would have liked, I heard myself whispering ‘Me, too…’ as these pages turned. Constance Rhodes has bravely stared down her cage, and by inviting us into her closet, her refrigerator, her bedroom, and her broken-ness, she’s loosened the bars for the rest of us. A bravely transparent work.”

—NICHOLE NORDEMAN, Dove Award-winning songwriter and recording artist

“Middle-range eating disorders, which are much more common than clinically diagnosable anorexia or bulimia, can look so much like everyday weight control that they are often overlooked. In Life Inside the ‘Thin’ Cage, Constance Rhodes deals with these subclinical eating problems head-on. She does an excellent job of balancing her personal story with concrete, reliable information about the key signs, causes, and interventions related to subclinical eating disorders.”

—ALAN M. SCHWITZER, PH.D., licensed psychologist, author, and associate professor of counselor education at Old Dominion University

“After reading Life Inside the ‘Thin’ Cage, I finally understand the issues of dieting from a mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual perspective. Constance has hit the nail on the head with her honest, transparent, and insightful truths. This topic, like no other, has had women in bondage for years. Every woman who thinks about her weight should read this book!”

—YVETTE MAHER, vice president of women’s ministries at Focus on the Family

“Constance Rhodes writes with an honesty and grace that nourish our hearts and deepen our capacity to understand the painful and often lifelong struggle with chronic dieting. Every woman with an eating problem—dare I say every woman—needs to read this book. Rhodes’s personal story as well as her pointed information direct the reader to discovery and recovery.”

—SHARON HERSH, M.A., LPC, author of Bravehearts and “Mom, I Feel Fat!”

“In today’s world the pressure to be thin is enormous. Failure to achieve that goal only eats at our heart and soul. Constance Rhodes has found new life. Life Inside the ‘Thin’ Cage is honest, sobering, real, helpful, and hopeful.”

—DR. TIM CLINTON, president of the American Association of Christian Counselors

“Statistics reveal how much people need the information Constance Rhodes brilliantly shares in this life-changing book. Her words can free you from the bondage of chronic dieting.”

—GREGORY L. JANTZ, PH.D., certified eating disorders specialist, and author of Hope, Help, and Healing for Eating Disorders

“In many ways the role of physical appearance, perceived self-worth, and practiced self-loathing are too complex to unravel on our own. In this bold and honest work, Constance Rhodes offers a loving, intimate, and hopeful way to walk out of the isolation of the ‘thin’ cage and into the truth. Readers will recognize their own mind, heart, and soul experience in these pages.”

—LEANNE SPENCER, licensed professional counselor

“A personal, moving account of disordered eating, and an invitation to new life. Constance Rhodes offers practical steps to lead us out of the prison of chronic dieting and into the freedom God desires for all of us.”

—STEPHANIE PAULSELL, author of Honoring the Body: Meditations on a Christian Practice

“Constance Rhodes melds a riveting account of her own struggle with an excellent explanation of subclinical eating disorders. For the person who may be searching for a solution to her eating problems, Rhodes’s helpful suggestions are respectful both to the reader and to the enormous psychological and cultural obstacles that must be overcome in the road to recovery. An authoritative work.”

—DR. HARRY GWIRTSMAN, associate professor of psychiatry, Vanderbilt University
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This book is dedicated to the millions of women
who have sacrificed their time, energy, health, and happiness
to appease the “goddess of thin.”
May you find freedom from your cages.
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Foreword

When my daughter asked me to write this foreword, I hoped I would do the book justice. I truly believe that Life Inside the “Thin” Cage will touch the lives of thousands of women—and men—in this thin-obsessed culture of ours.

If you have picked up this book, it probably means that you or someone you care for is afraid of never being able to be thin enough. What is “thin” anyway? If you were to poll twenty different people to define what it means to be thin, you would probably get twenty different answers—most of which would lie somewhere between the lowest ideal weight on an accepted weight chart and the distorted media ideal often depicting the threatened condition of the classic anorexic.

Why is being thin so important? Because we equate it with so many personal rights: the right to be respected, the right to be loved, the right to be noticed, the right to be acknowledged at work and appreciated for what we have to offer, the right to wear nice clothes, and even the right to eat what we want, when we want. Oddly, the right to eat is most treasured even when the desired food is only going to be rejected—or purged—anyway.

In a society that rewards thinness and beauty, those who are trapped in an all-encompassing “need” to be thin find that the definition of thin can change from day to day. They are trapped in a cage where dieting, fasting, and binging become a way of life.

Much is written on anorexia and bulimia, and this book addresses these disorders as well. But Constance’s main focus is on chronic dieting, which can be just as serious an eating disorder emotionally, physically, and relationally.

Chronic yo-yo dieting is so common and accepted that little is discussed about the grip it has on so many peoples lives. We are inundated in the grocery line with pictures of celebrities promoting their latest diet successes and telling us how we, too, can lose unwanted pounds and inches. But no one talks about the fears those movie stars were going through that led them to begin that latest diet. We don’t know how many times they go on diets or if they ever really feel satisfied with their new weight. From a physical standpoint, chronic dieting has been related to late-onset diabetes, irritable bowel syndrome, constipation, fatigue, and other serious conditions. Finally, life is often chaotic and depressed for those trapped in chronic dieting. The chronic dieter’s world centers on food and eating, so there is little to no priority given to other people. Relationships suffer, leading to feelings of inadequacy, unworthiness, and helplessness.

I know firsthand what it is like being trapped in the thin cage, since for years I struggled in a cage of my own. As a mother, I’ve also watched Constance fight for freedom from her own thin cage. And as a clinical psychologist, I have seen many clients face similar battles with chronic dieting and disordered eating patterns. For my clients, being thin was the measure of their worthiness. At work, it was their worthiness for respect and acknowledgment. At church, it was their testimony of “God-given” self-discipline. In social and professional circles, it was their ticket to being a part of the group, since surely people who kept their bodies in such good shape were people worth getting to know. For most, achieving a state of thinness offered a lot of attention and flirtatious fun.

To chronic dieters, being thin falsely promises a whole new and fun world. In truth, an unhealthy desire to be thin brings a private shame as they constantly look for ways to eat and not pay the consequences. They try to convince the world they are self-disciplined and living a “normal” lifestyle when in truth they are hiding the reality of their sickness. Many are constantly torn between painful memories of being teased in younger days or feeling as if they were treated like a useless slob when they were heavier. It seems impossible to them that they could ever maintain a healthy “thin” weight without having to live every moment thinking about food! Truly, the obsession with weight and food is a cage—with iron bars—and the key to freedom is difficult to find.

This book is written for those who have ever felt trapped in the world of dieting or who have spent too much of their daily lives thinking about food and being thin. It is written with such frankness and intimate detail that you will finally know you’re not alone. There is hope! And you do not necessarily have to be “fat” to be free. The key is finding balance in the area of eating and weight control, as well as in all other areas of your life.

Finding balance requires self-acceptance. Life Inside the “Thin” Cage will help you find freedom from fear, self-hatred, and shame and will take you on a path to self-discovery and hope. It won’t be easy, but it is well worth the struggle. I hope you will dare to take the journey.

—KARYN H. WILLIAMS, Ph.D.





Introduction

The Undefined Disorder

When I set out to write this book, I struggled for months to come up with the right descriptor for what I wanted to talk about. After wading through ambiguous and confusing terms like subclinical eating disorder and bulimarexia (the worst of both worlds as one person put it), I finally found a term that seemed to fit what I had so personally struggled with: chronic dieting.

In the clinical world (with which I am familiar only through research for this book), chronic dieting would fall into the family of eating disorders referred to as “subclinical,” “subthreshold,” “partial syndrome,” and “EDNOS,” all terms used to describe disordered eating not severe enough to fit the classifications of anorexia, bulimia, and binge eating.

That is not to say that those who fit the profile for a subclinical disorder or chronic dieting differ entirely from anorexics, bulimics, or binge eaters, as quite often many symptoms and patterns are the same. The difference is that not all of the criteria for a specific disorder are met, which throws the diagnosis into the black hole of EDNOS (Eating Disorders Not Otherwise Specified)—a catchall term used in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) to refer to disorders falling outside the established types. This means that, by definition, EDNOS remain undefined. Quite the conundrum.

In my mind, it is because they are in this grey, undefined area that subclinical disorders and chronic dieting remain largely undiagnosed and untreated. After all, how can doctors treat a problem that isn’t even spelled out in the most complete professional resource of the mental health world? Worse yet, how can sufferers admit their struggle and realize their need for help if they don’t even know their problem has a name?

So I’ve set out to share with you my journey through the compulsive and frustrating world of chronic dieting. The stories that follow are my own as well as those of friends, old and new, who have graciously shared their struggles with me. And while this should not be considered a comprehensive and clinical look at this problem, it represents truth.

May you find hope in these pages.





PART 1
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WHEN “THIN” BECOMES A CAGE

I don’t have an eating disorder. I just watch what I eat.” These were the words I repeated time and again to anyone who suggested that I was overly concerned with weight and dieting. After all, I reasoned, isn’t it normal to take pride in maintaining a slim figure?

In Western society today, it is culturally acceptable and even expected that women who want to be successful and respected will be on a never-ending diet. At every turn, we face images of smiling, beautiful, thin people. We can’t walk through a shopping mall without realizing that unless we go to extreme measures, we’re just not going to be able to stack up against the ideal of beauty that we see hanging in store windows. Even if we don’t leave home, an innocent evening in front of the television supplies multiple reminders of the standards we consistently fail to meet.

So we have learned how to force our often rebellious bodies into the crippling corset of conformity. We have exercised, skipped meals, switched to low-fat or no-fat foods, or gradually decreased our overall intake of calories to a point that ensures continued weight loss. As time has gone by, some of us have learned the art of replacing a burger and fries with a Diet Coke and a fruit plate, while others live from diet to diet—a never-ending cycle of feast, famine, elation, and self-loathing.

Even if we are successful at losing a few pounds, it seems we only find new things to dislike about the size and shape of our body. “If I could be just one size smaller,” we lament, “then everything would be better.”

And so the vicious cycle continues, sapping us of time, energy, satisfaction, and self-esteem. Without realizing it, we’ve become trapped in the “cage” we so lovingly call “thin”—endlessly striving to meet an ideal that seems like the answer to our discontent.

From the undereater to the overeater to the millions in between, everyone’s journey to and from the so-called thin cage is undoubtedly different. And yet the view from within is eerily the same.

I invite you to explore the darkest places of one such cage…my own.




Chapter 1

A View from Within

The world goes by my cage and never sees me.

—RANDALL JARRELL (1914–1965), American poet

From my journal, April 2000:




Let me tell you about my life inside the thin cage. It is a dark place with little food, little social interaction, and little freedom. Everything is off-limits. Everything is based on performance. If I don’t perform well or look good, then I am not good. I am not allowed to enjoy a piece of cake or a slice of pizza because if I do, tomorrow I will wake up fat. I don’t get much social interaction because I scare off any would-be friends out of my fear of letting them get too close to me. I exist on water and a few carefully planned meals every day. And coffee—lots of coffee. And Diet Coke, of course. When I walk into a room, I throw off an intimidating vibe so as to ensure that potential threats to my insecurity (that is, nice people) keep their distance. Other women pick up on the vibe and treat me coldly—something I don’t really want but have caused to happen by my behavior.

Daily I complain to my long-suffering husband… “My butt is bigger today, isn’t it?” “My stomach didn’t look like this last month, did it?” “Are you sure I’m not fat?” “I feel so gross… How can you love me?” It’s a wonder he does, but he does.

I’m grouchy all the time and am constantly aware of my cruel nature toward people I wish I could be nicer to.

Since everything is about performance and appearance, a bad hair day can truly ruin me. If my performance ever slips, I am suddenly in the precarious position of losing my value to the world. Going anywhere and meeting anyone requires that I look my best, for people may not like me if they don’t think I’m attractive and thin. I have a hard time sleeping at night. More than anything, I’m alone.



How the Story Began

As a young girl, I don’t recall ever being unhappy with my body. Even though both of my parents admit to being very weight conscious, I don’t remember either of them ever giving me a reason to doubt that my body was just fine. In fact, we didn’t even talk about the body types of us kids. Looking back I find this curious, especially because my mother recently told me that she had been quite concerned about my weight when I was a child. As a toddler, I had been significantly chubbier than my older sister, Karen, and Mom was worried that I would end up being fat, as she had been as a young girl.

As I progressed from toddler age to my preteen years, I was still not stick thin, but no one would have called me fat or even chunky. I was “normal.”

When I entered my teens, I quickly lost my baby fat and began liking the way I looked in clothes. Like most girls, once in a while I would worry that I had gained a little weight, so I’d go on a diet for a day or so. I’ve come across some of my diet logs from those days and have been quite amused to read entries such as “ice cream—two scoops,” “granola cereal—one bowl,” and “one hot dog.” Little did I imagine that these foods were loaded with fat and probably were not the best choices when trying to lose weight. But I was blissfully innocent, and my diets were few and far between.

It was during my teen years that I first learned about disordered eating up close and personal. My mother, who had battled her weight since childhood, had been on one diet after another all her life. Following a brief flirtation with bulimia soon after I was born, she spent many years in what she would call an inactive state before once again succumbing to a life-altering eating disorder.

As an educated and curious woman, Mom kept detailed accounts of her struggles in the hope that she could discover the key to freedom from this demon. One day while snooping through her things, I came across several of these journals, and so, long before I would ever struggle with this problem myself, I had the opportunity to enter the mind of someone with an eating disorder. And it scared me.

My First Weight Gain

At the age of sixteen I graduated early from my small Christian high school in Brighton, Michigan, and moved to Dallas to attend a Bible college just south of the big city. Since the school was quite conservative, my parents seemed to feel that I would be fine leaving home so young. I was, of course, quite proud to be on my own; I considered myself to be terribly independent and mature for my age.

Little did I know that I was entering what would prove to be some of the most difficult years of my life. First, there was the fact that three days after registration I was hauled into the deans office, where I was nervously told, “We had no idea you were so young!” and was threatened with being sent home. After some consideration (another sixteen-year-old had been allowed to attend a few years earlier, and my birth date had been clearly stated on my application), it was agreed that I could stay, but under terms of probation until I turned eighteen. To make matters worse, the colleges singing group, which had been my entire reason for attending the school, understandably did not want to take a sixteen-year-old girl with them as they toured the country.

With all the turmoil of my freshman year, during that first semester in Dallas, I put on weight for the first time in my life. For some reason, I seemed to be the only one in the dark about the whole Freshman Fifteen phenomenon, a realization that frustrated me greatly once I joined the club. Looking back now I can see that a lot of factors contributed to my weight gain, not the least of which was the fact that I didn’t know the first thing about cooking. With a few dollars in my pocket, I headed out to buy whatever was easy, cheap, and different from the menu I had grown up with. Add to this the stress of adjusting to living in an adult world, and eating took on new meaning and purpose for me.

Having never worried about my weight before, it didn’t strike me that what (and how much) I was eating might turn into unwanted weight gain. It wasn’t until a couple of months later that I realized I was in trouble. I was trying on clothes at The Limited when suddenly my reflection in the three-way mirror caused me to recoil in horror. “What’s that?” I gasped. It appeared that I had some extra growth happening around my middle. As I investigated more closely, turning this way and that, I realized with shock and terror that I seemed to be growing an extra butt, just above where my current one had once resided in beauty and, most important, solitude. What is happening? I cried. It took me a little while to understand the problem—I was gaining weight. Still in denial, I headed for my apartment to weigh myself. The scale confirmed what the mirror had jeeringly suggested: I had gained about fifteen pounds.

I was devastated. Here I was, facing the fact that life had unexpectedly turned me on my ear in nearly every way imaginable. And with just a few weeks to go before Christmas vacation, I panicked. I can’t go home like this, I thought. What will they all think of me? I just couldn’t imagine having nothing positive to report to my family. Nothing had gone right so far, and now I felt fat for the first time in my life.

So I did what any logical girl does. I headed for the diet books and frantically searched for one that promised quick results. Then a friend told me about her success with a grapefruit diet, and I decided that this might be just the ticket. After all, I had a few weeks, and with this diet you were supposed to lose ten pounds in two weeks. Anxiously, I peeled my first grapefruit, determined to stick it out until I reached my goal. “I like grapefruit,” I told myself.

After about a day of this, my insides were on fire, and even my intense fear of fat wasn’t strong enough to keep me on my regimen. So I ate something, which triggered several days of binging and only made matters worse. Suffice it to say, I was still carrying the extra unwanted pounds when I walked off the plane to meet my family for the holiday season. I felt like a failure. I felt fat. I felt unattractive. I felt as though I had lost my edge. And I vowed to do something about it.

Flirting with the Dark Side

Looking back I realize that no one even noticed my weight gain that Christmas. I can remember making excuses about it, but no one seemed concerned except me. I wish I could have believed them, but I didn’t. I knew I liked being slim, and the idea of losing that status terrified me.

After the holidays I felt even worse. I had pigged out on all the Christmas goodies and was now more than fifteen pounds over my college-entry weight—a number that had been indelibly marked in my brain as the goal I had to attain at any cost.

When I arrived back on campus, I wasn’t sure what to do. I wanted the weight to be gone as unexpectedly as it had arrived, but I was quickly coming to understand that I was going to have to fight for this change. I yo-yoed for several months—a typical pattern of success, failure, success. Even so, by the end of the school year I was feeling pretty good, having lost about half of the initial weight I had gained. But my struggles were far from over.

That summer I moved in with my friends Mike and D’Onna who lived in North Dallas. One day, intent on proving my value to the household, I worked laboriously for about seven hours in the hot Texas sun, removing twigs, branches, and tangled underbrush from the long-neglected pool area. Little did I know that the “weeds” I was pulling were actually poison oak! The next day, puffy-faced and wheezing, I was hauled into the emergency room, where I was prescribed prednisone (a steroid) to bring the intense rash under control. When I got back from the hospital, I popped the pills and did my usual weigh-in. The scale confirmed that my efforts were paying off: I had lost another pound. Just eight more to go and I would be at my precollege weight!

That night I felt I deserved to eat. I was miserable from my rash and had only had a salad for lunch, so I reasoned that it would be okay to eat just a little. Cautiously, I ate one of D’Onna’s famous chocolate-chip cookies, telling myself, “This is all you get!” when suddenly my brain started buzzing. An overwhelming desire for food seemed to take control of me, and I headed for the well-stocked pantry to survey my options. By the end of the evening, I had eaten so much that my stomach ached. Frustrated at my lack of self-control and scared that all my efforts were now wasted, I clicked into excuse mode, telling myself that since I had already blown it, I may as well make the most of the weekend.

On Monday, resolved to get back on the program, I nervously stepped onto the scale, and my deepest fears were confirmed: Oh no! I had gained ten pounds! It didn’t seem possible! Had I really eaten that much?

What I didn’t realize at the time was that the prednisone was making me retain water, which had a significant impact on the numbers I saw on the scale. This alarming increase totally freaked me out and triggered a binge that seemed to continue for the rest of the summer.

Anorexia

At the end of the summer, I reentered college at my heaviest weight so far. I was miserable and somehow found the determination to stop binging. It was then that I entered into anorexia for the first time.

During my third semester at school, I ate only Malt-O-Meal, three times a day. Each time it had to be cooked in the same pot, eaten with the same spoon, and sweetened with just two packets of Equal. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was behaving like a textbook anorexic. Had I been aware of the danger of my actions though, I wouldn’t have cared—I was now losing weight rapidly. By Christmas, I was exactly at my precollege weight, though my body seemed to look different somehow. I soon realized that my natural muscle tone had been replaced with fatty cellulite as a result of the binging and rapid weight loss. This frustrated me, but I consoled myself, thinking that if I could lose just a little more, I’d once again be happy with my body.

This active anorexic stage was a tough one. I became incredibly isolated. I could not bring myself to make eye contact with others, and I avoided the social interaction I so desperately needed. I was chronically fatigued, which caused me to take naps on the job, where I worked for the on-campus painting department. (No one found out, thankfully, though my boss did wonder why it took so long for me to complete projects.)

I grew content in my starvation, proud to see my body shrink. I even saw it as a positive side effect that I no longer had periods. How nice not to have to bother with that, I thought. But even though I was happy with my weight loss, I was still unhappy with my body. That Christmas my family was a little concerned. My weight had plummeted considerably since my last visit. At mealtimes I would just push food around on the plate; I even bought my own Malt-O-Meal so I could continue my routine. It’s strange to me now that no one really got in my face about it—though I don’t know if it would have done any good anyway.

Bulimia

A few months after Christmas, I entered the break room between classes and passed by the doughnut table. Those look so good, I thought to myself, as I did nearly every day. Hmmm, I wonder if I could have just one? After all, I have lost a significant amount of weight, and it wouldn’t even hurt me if I gained a pound—I could just lose it again.

So I reasoned myself into purchasing the heavenly treat. As I ate it, my pleasure was immense. See, I told myself. You deserve this. You can handle this. My taste buds seemed to pop in delight at the unexpected flavor. I ate faster and faster, and then the sugar hit my brain, a rush more intense than anything I had experienced before. I was energized. I was scared. I wanted another doughnut. I needed it NOW.

So I purchased another, and this time I paced myself. You don’t want to lose all the progress you’ve made, do you? the voice inside my head reminded me. I finished the doughnut and walked away, proud of myself for having the discipline to eat just two. I’ll make up for it by skipping dinner tonight. And I did.

A few days later it was my roommates birthday. Ever since eating those doughnuts, all I could think about were sweets, which is probably why I decided to make some brownies for her birthday. I bought the most delectable brownie mix I could find and set off for home to bake them.

As I mixed the ingredients, I toyed with the idea of giving myself just a little taste. Convinced I could handle it, I stuck my finger in the bowl and gave it a lick. Wow! The batter was so good. But you can’t eat more, I told myself and dutifully put the brownies in the oven to bake. When they came out, I told myself I should try just one to make sure that they were done. It was delicious. Just one more, I thought as I wolfed another down.

Before I knew what was happening, I had eaten half the pan. Now I was really concerned. I knew that this was not good, especially coming on the heels of my forbidden doughnuts from the other day. In slowly rising terror, I considered my options and decided that throwing up was probably my best bet. Quick, easy, and convenient, I thought. So I headed to the toilet and stuck my finger down my throat. Nothing happened. I didn’t seem to have the right technique. Stubbornly I continued trying until it finally worked. As the brownies came up, images of my mothers journals flashed into my mind, and chillingly I realized I was on the threshold of wreaking incredible havoc in my life. This was quite sobering.

My flirtation with purging did not last long. Wise to the inherent danger, I never let myself get good at throwing up. I tried laxatives a few times, but they made me so sick that I just couldn’t take it. The sugar from my frequent overeating was taking its toll on me though, and I no longer had the power to resist the binges that were happening with alarming regularity.

The Binge-Starve Cycle

Once I was determined not to throw up or use laxatives, the only way to compensate for my binges was to try to offset them with periods of restraint. This was only slightly less traumatic a lifestyle than purging had been, as I constantly felt trapped in a vicious cycle of either eating too much or not enough. There is no way to effectively lose weight in this state, and I soon found myself growing even heavier than I had been the summer before. “When will this cycle stop?” I cried out. I even called the mother of a friend of mine who had been admitted to a treatment facility. As I cried on the phone with her, I found myself wishing I could be checked in someplace where someone would just take all the food away so I couldn’t hurt myself anymore. But I didn’t have the funds for this, and I didn’t want to delay graduating from college, so I didn’t pursue it.

For over a year I continued this type of eating. I settled in at about twenty-eight pounds heavier than I wished to be and lingered there for a while. I somehow stopped the more intense hinging but continued eating more than I needed to.

Later that year I was finally invited to join my school’s singing group and left on a three-month tour. I wasn’t binging anymore, but I hated my body. I felt very
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“A bravely transparent work...%
~Nichole Noxdeman, award-winning recording artist
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