


[image: cover]







Table of Contents

	Title

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Conclusion

	Afterword

	Acknowledgements

	Bibliography







Perfect
  




Perfect
  
Anorexia
 & me

Emily Halban











[image: Perfect_01.jpg]





This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author's and publisher's rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

ISBN 9781407022499

Version 1.0

www.randomhouse.co.uk





1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Published in 2008 by Vermilion, an imprint of Ebury Publishing
 A Random House Group Company

Copyright © Emily Halban 2008

Emily Halban has asserted her right to be identified as the author of this
 Work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

This electronic book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior consent in any form other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

Addresses for companies within the Random House Group can be found
 at www.randomhouse.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 9781407022499

Version 1.0

To buy books by your favourite authors and register for offers visit
 
www.rbooks.co.uk
 




Prologue

I write, not because I feel that I deserve any special merit for what I have been through. I do not claim the following pages to be worthy of special attention. I feel the need to share my experience precisely because it is not extraordinary. Day after day the amount of individuals bound – or bound to be bound – by the same fate seems to escalate at a worrying scale.

Many volumes have already been written on the subject. Some stories that have been published in the past are those of lifelong destitution and hardship. When I read through such heart-rending pages, I feel guilty. I was privileged: gifted, happy, pampered, cared for and loved; my anorexia hit me just as hard. There have been self-help books, medical accounts and explanations in so far as they exist. However, when I was ill, such documents only served to guide me further into my illness. Whenever I came across a symptom I did not possess, I was quick to put it into practice too. When I studied the ways in which to put on weight, I assiduously did all I could to perform the opposite. Anorexia has a perverse way of twisting a helping hand into a forceful grip that drags the suffering patient deeper into Hell.

What I desperately looked for at the time, and still wish I could find today, were details as to what happens when one does begin to recover. After accepting that one has the illness, after seeking help, after beginning to put on weight. When I began to eat again I was so afraid the hunger would never subside. I was afraid I would start to binge permanently. My idea of a gargantuan portion may still have been another's slimming dish, but when – how – would I learn to understand what a 'normal' quantity really was? Why was I no longer able to digest certain foods for a while? Was the weight going to stop escalating at some point? How could I know if I really was totally okay? What did that feel like anyway? No one realises how difficult the last few steps actually are. No matter how well supplied with crutches and support, I was still exhausted, afraid and incredibly confused. I needed someone to tell me what recovery was like. I wanted to hear a trustworthy real-life version of what I was to expect. I wanted a 'role-model' with whom I could identify. I want my book to answer those whose questions still are not met. And I want to stress that anorexia is an illness. It is a cancer of the soul and it is nobody's fault. It can be healed. Anorexia creeps into the family. People close to the victim often suffer just as much. They feel just as vulnerable and frightened. Very often they will manage to handle the situation as long as their loved one is still on the road to recovery. However, when the one they cared for finally does pull through, such individuals, faced with demons they managed to silence for so long, will typically spiral into similar or other forms of depression in turn. I wish I could offer a coherent 'once upon a time'. I wish I could say exactly when it all began, where and how and why. I can trace no traumatic experience that suddenly turned my world upside down. My story is not that of a miserable childhood shattered with horrifying tales to recount. I did not drink (a lot), I did not smoke (that often); the only drug I knew of was that sweet raspberry syrup I was sometimes given as a child to help me sleep. Mine is the dreamed portrait of a perfect little girl come from a perfect family of five living in a perfect House & Garden home with a puppy dog and a big kitchen and an innumerable amount of perfect friends. My life was perfectly balanced and I was perfectly happy: everything was in perfect blissful, innocent and harmless control. Then control took control and I was left with no control. It took me years to work out that things didn't have to be perfect.

Perfection is a disease that wipes out all that really is perfect in life, only to replace it with an idealistic approximation that keeps us in a constant state of dissatisfaction and disarray. Perfection was my disease; anorexia was my perfection.





1

No matter how hard I try to trace my anorexia back to a 'very beginning', I find myself turning round in circles and scraping thin air. Perhaps it was always there, looming in the distance and growing silently with time? Perhaps there was a set of events that eventually tumbled out of control and left an empty space all too ready to be filled with the bug? I don't know where to begin, but in the beginning of 'me' there was my mother, naturally, and every day my mother continues to play a central role in my life.

And so I choose to start with the day my mother lost her laugh. I would prefer not to have to open my story with a portrait of my mother, because this will send me – and her –straight into the simplified statistics basket; the one that says that anorexia can generally always be linked back to the mother and that the mother of an anorexic child is generally domineering, heavy-handed, and that the mother must be kept away from her anorexic child in order for that child to grow, independently, without parental pressure. But in fact, that is exactly why I feel the burning need to write. To overcome those fixed ideas.

Such conveniently drawn conclusions are limited and dangerous. They offer a mould into which we all too easily melt. Because we want an explanation; we want flow charts and diagrams; we need to box, classify, and file. We have lost our ability to listen, to let things be told the way they were, the way they felt, from the heart. I am writing from the heart. And when I think back I do believe my mother's sudden sadness played some part not so much in causing, but perhaps more in disclosing whatever it was that made me stop eating. I was fifteen years old, and until then had only heard my mother weep once. My mother who is always so positive, so forward thinking, so strong. She loves to laugh. She loves to love. She made me laugh; she taught me love. These are gifts that have helped to pull me through my darkest days time and time again. But then, one day, she shared pain with me as well. When I write that my mother is strong, you might read that as authoritarian or overbearing. Yet by 'strong' I mean that my mother has a very strong character and an acutely intuitive nature, particularly when it comes to sensing what is right or wrong for her children. Simply put, my mother, just like any other mother, has always wanted what was best for her children and always believed that what was best would occur. And she has always protected us from harm, in a way only mothers know how.

My parents, brother, sister and I are all very close. Mine is one of those families where we tend to be involved, to some degree, with whatever is going on in each other's daily lives. If one of us has a problem, it quickly becomes a common issue and we look to finding a way to make it okay. We are all about solutions. There is this sense we have of knowing what's best for each other, and somehow doing what's best better than anyone else; perfectly, almost.

My mother married twice which means, strictly speaking, that my siblings are 'half. I would never consider them as such; I never have and nor will I, ever. We were all brought up together, under the same roof, and treated the same both by our mother and by my father. My parents were so careful not to highlight any difference between the three of us in fact that I grew up calling my father by his first name 'Philippe', just like everyone else did (I secretly hated it when friends asked me why I called him so and deep down I wished that I could say 'daddy' instead). Nevertheless, the reality is that we do not share the same biological father. And the reason this is important for me to add is that I have always held a fear – one I have voiced to them more than once – that my brother and sister might one day feel an attachment with each other that I cannot share; a connection that will not link back to me. Through childhood – and beyond – there has been that creeping sense of guilt for having my dad around, for being the child from a marriage without divorce.

Guilt, the need to please; the fear of rejection: despite my happy upbringing, I still experienced these three desperate emotions.
 
My mother worried about me, protected me and wanted only the best to happen to me. But the impact of her mothering was magnified by my being the last in line and amplified all the more because I was still very young when my siblings had flown the nest.
 
My mum grew up in a large family of five with a mother whose own upbringing had made of her an admirable stoic. My mother suffered from this more than she can say and compensated for her lacking warmth at home by turning ours into a sanctuary. Once again, that feeling of living in the cosiest, safest place on earth resonated with all the more powerful an echo once it was just me occupying that space. My mother, my father, and me.
 
I remember vividly when the time came for me to spend a full day at nursery school: I burst into tears and ran to the door, clinging to my mummy's knees. I loved my school, but a whole day felt much too long away from home, away from her. By her side was where I liked to be best of all. It still is so often. So she found a way to make me feel safe. A compromise that would make the worries disappear. My mother came to fetch me at our scheduled snoozing-time and dropped me off again when the rest of my class was due to wake. Daily. That way I could snuggle in my own bed.

When I was six or seven my school organised our very first field trip in the mountains, an hour and a half away from home. It was an overnight excursion, or perhaps we were even to spend more than one night away; I don't remember for sure. The great big buses were parked neatly outside the gates and their purring engines bid us to jump on board. I followed my classmates and scrambled inside, waving just like everyone else to all our little mothers beaming brave smiles in the hope that we might catch a flicker or two. The doors slid shut and the wheels turned to roll forward. Then this little girl bounced out of her seat, made the bus stop and leaped right back out to her mummy safe and sound. My mother therefore drove me all the way to our campsite, made sure I was safely installed, then left me alone. From then on, and until we had reached the year when such school trips no longer took place, my mum drove me to every chosen destination, separate from everyone else, in the comfort of our own car, settled me down and eventually drove off. Like this, she made it all okay.
 
I could always have all the friends I wanted over to play, for sleepovers, to watch movies with pizzas and to have a midnight feast. The house was always open to anyone who wanted to drop by. But when it came to my asking permission to stay at my friends' homes, that was more difficult.
 
There were few other households that my mother trusted to be suitable and safe enough to let me go, even if only for one night. She liked to drop me off because that way she could rest assured that I was going to be okay. I know, again, that she did this only with the best of intentions at heart. But maybe it was time for her to let go and for the message to be more that I would be okay no matter what, rather than the anticipated nightmare of my being unhappy, or emotionally bruised. Because bruises generally fade away and once in a while we need to know what it feels like to stumble and get ourselves back on our own two feet.
 
The truth is, actually, that with all the love I received, from my family from the moment I was born, and with all the love I continued to receive on a daily basis from so many more in time, there was an extra-super-padded safety net already in place to catch me should I ever fall. In fact, without it I would not be writing this book today.
 
The picture I am drawing is one of a mother who wanted so much for her delicate, sensitive little girl to be loved, and sheltered from the risk of potential harm. And all the caring a mother ever could give was poured down on me twice as much once my siblings had left the house. And her attention was even more pronounced because though I was an altogether joyful, cheery child, my exuberance was wrapped in a very thin skin. And this she knew.

There is a visceral bond that ties me to my mother. Perhaps the reason for this is because she almost lost me when she was pregnant. Whenever she feels sad I tend to feel the same. Whenever I feel upset it turns out she too is having a bad day. When I have a headache more often than not I will call and her skull is pounding too. We feed off each other's bad days and build on each other's good. My mother is receptive to any sadness in the atmosphere. That is an attribute that came to me straight through the umbilical cord. Between the two of us there is a reception signal running more clearly than with anyone else, and it is on constant alert.
 
Some might call this co-dependency and suggest that clearer boundaries need to be drawn. This might be true. But how do you begin to dissect an affection so deep? And where do you strike the balance between a 'healthy' relationship and one that has become 'blurred'? Who has the presumption to establish rules in love?
 
I love my maman, more than words can say. She taught me to be forgiving and never to fall asleep on a frown. My mother has always been my stronghold, my shield. She is faithful, dependable, reliable, funny, clumsy sometimes, scrupulous yet hasty, enduring yet impatient: touching. And I see so much of me in her. She never lost faith in me, not once. That faith was a torch that brought me back on track. The trust she has always had in my capacity to flourish, come what may, was a beacon of hope that kept me standing, that keeps me going.

I remember once, when I was eight years old, waking up to the sound of maman crying in her bathroom. Her bathroom wall adjoined that of my bedroom and from my pillow I heard her weep. My grandfather had died. That was my first encounter with death, yet the only vivid memory I have of the time is that of waking up to the sound of my mother's tears.

It was when I was aged fifteen, that my mummy lost her laugh. The memory is patchy and there are only snippets I can grasp to pull together a picture of what it felt like at the time. But the image that jumps out at me over and over again is finding her in bed or on the sofa, lying there in desolation, day after day. And she would never last for more than ten minutes at dinner with us, fiddling with her food, often shedding tears before leaving the table. I remember her craving pancakes and sautéed potatoes. But neither the sweetness nor the starch seemed enough to cushion the pain. She was helpless, unable to master the inexplicable ache that was searing her inside – and it was beginning to filter through to her little girl.

I would be at school, in French class, perhaps, sitting by the window, making a mental list of all the things I wanted to do with maman to make her smile. I'd take her to the cinema; I would go for a long walk with her and sit by her side, or we could bake a cake together and have a dough fight, too. I would come home from school every day with a plan to make it all okay ... And then I would open the door, and she would be there, and I would turn cold and my good intentions would vanish and I would trample over my patience as I said hello. Perhaps if I gave her reason to take care of me she might crack her shell? Perhaps if I gave her reason enough to worry about me she would have no time to worry about herself any more? I liked to make things right. I was the one who went cycling around the neighbourhood in search of animals to rescue. I was the one whose Christmas list ended with wishes of peace on earth and health for everyone. I hated the thought of people suffering, fighting, hating, hurting – I wanted to help make it all okay; but this time I couldn't. And if I couldn't make it okay then did that mean I was the cause for it not being okay?

And so feelings of guilt and shame began to envelop me, and then came feelings of self-reproach. All primary feelings in any anorexic tale. All key to the story I want to tell. A sense of uncertainty that first came, perhaps, with the shaking of my mother, the rock: my rock.

28 November 1999 (aged 16)

It's amazing how one constructs the image, the ideal, the icon of what one wants certain key figures to be. It's crazy how hard it is when that image falls to pieces, when the lights turn on and the screen goes blank. This weekend I realised that my mother is so very fragile and that she too can be sick and tired and hurt. And the truth of the matter is that we're all human beings at the end of the day, and that nobody is perfect, not even my family, not even me, not even what I want them and I to be.

I didn't become anorexic overnight, and it didn't happen there and then. It took a while before it all became symptomatic. But symptoms are just that: they tell you that something has happened, they do not tell you why.

My mother's anxieties were not the only factor that led me, in turn, to go through my dismal days. In fact, the more I look into this, the more I realise how impossible it is to boil it down to an obvious sequential system of logical events. I am not blaming anyone for anything. The point of this book is neither to play a blame game nor a shame game, nor any game of guilt.

But seeing my mother lose her laugh made me feel sad, lonely, afraid, guilty, hurt and perhaps even angry at times (it will take me far beyond the pages of this book fully to come to terms with those emotions). And for the very first time, I no longer felt safe.

And then there is my sister, Amanda.

It is difficult not to mention my sister when I analyse my behaviour towards myself, but it is just as hard to find the right words to describe our relationship, the ones that tell without guilt. I am naturally inclined to feel self-conscious and concerned, always, about how others might perceive me, that what I say might be misunderstood. And I'm particularly concerned and self-conscious around my sister. For years I walked on eggshells around her for fear of making a mistake, causing conflict somehow or getting on her wrong side. My sister is older than me, by eleven years. She is petite, perfectly proportioned, dresses immaculately, never appears to have a blemish, always looks fresh, she has perfect posture and two beautiful children who are equally perfect. I sit next to her and I cannot help but feel just a little shabby, a touch clumsy, altogether 'not-quite-right'. She does nothing, nothing at all, to make me feel this way – and yet, I do. When I was a little girl, she was my role model and I was her baby doll. It was tender and fond, without question. But as I grew up, there crept in an awkward change in our relationship. As the baby doll took to looking in the mirror, so her gaze reached beyond her reflection to that of her big sister. And then one day I was no longer simply looking up to her in wonder and awe, but comparing my smaller self with the perfect image of her that I had created. There is one picture taken of us by the pool. I must be about fifteen. We are interlaced in hugs, both wearing swimming suits. I always hated that photograph and I still do today. She is sitting upright in a bikini, her head held high, her hair is wet and perfectly tied back, her stomach is toned. She is golden-brown, not burnt; her smile reveals shining white teeth, perfectly aligned. She looks perfect. I am wearing a one-piece suit, orange, which clashes with my skin tone. I am slouching to her level, I look awkward, disjointed almost, my smile is ungainly. I look big and ugly and I hate myself. I was recently reminded by a friend how often I used to speak about my sister with words of adulation – and traces of self-contempt. How well she had performed in school, then Oxford, then her masters, then Sotheby's; all in a straight line. She wanted children by the age of twenty-eight; she had her first baby halfway through her twenty-eighth year. A perfect trajectory I somehow feared to follow – or fail in following. I write about my sister and inevitably that sense of guilt takes over. I want to be able to paint an outline of our relationship without filling in the details – I don't want anyone to misunderstand or misread our relationship and there are certain things that must remain private. What I want to say, because I believe this applies to so many other sisters, is that it was – and is – my own perception that needs looking into. I need to learn to feel comfortable enough with the face I see reflected back at me not to compare that vision to her. I thought for a long time that my relationship with my sister (or the impression of her that I created over time) might have been an instigating factor that set me down the path of anorexia. Because of that I often distanced myself from her, unjustly, when I was unwell. But I realise today that the way I feel when my sister is sitting by my side differs dramatically from one day to the next, according to how I am feeling about myself, and that, instead of being a cause, any negativity is an indicator that there is a cloud hanging over my own heart. Simply put, it's all about me learning to feel comfortable with myself. Amanda is my sister, but above all she is herself. I now need also to find the same security – around her, around anyone, around myself. And that is the point.

Looking back, I remember how happy I was as a child. I had forgotten. I was full of joy, full of life. I was cheeky, eccentric, creative and with a mind that floated on a cloud. I loved to act silly, laugh till my stomach hurt, put on shows, write plays, invent stories, run around outside, roller-skate, ride my bike with a little radio fixed to the seat, make up recipes, bake cakes, then cuddle up in front of a family movie on a Sunday night, with take-out hamburgers, ketchup and chips. Family holidays were filled with smiles. Family and friends: my life summed up in two words.

I was sensitive, passionate. I grew up and I fell in love, cried heartbroken over gorgeous boys, listened to dreamy music, wrote letters that smacked of all things sweet. I was a hopeless romantic and an idealist at heart: I wanted to make the world a better place. As a teenager I wore all sorts of crazy outfits and went out dancing till the break of dawn. I had the odd drink too many, skipped class once in a while. I did not lie to my parents though. I do not lie. But still I was mischievous and impertinent at times – though not disrespectful, ever. I was happy.

These past few years I have become so engrossed with this disease, so focused on trying to understand why and when I suddenly became so serious, that I somehow stripped my memory bare of the way things were before the shift occurred. I was a lively, happy little girl Anorexia is not merely about body dysmorphia. There is a far deeper-reaching perversion of the mind that occurs when you are caught within the grips of this beast. You forget yourself. I never want to forget myself again.
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