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Dedication

“You are and always will be the shining light of  my life.” 
                      -William Friedman 

Right back at you. 

I dedicate this book to my grandpa, Willie.         
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Preface
This is the story that my eating disorder wouldn’t let me tell. It is a direct 

portal to that which my eating disorder did not grant me access. Only in the 
aftermath can I really explain, and in the explanation, those struggling right 
now can know about that portal kept well-hidden.

When I was in the grips of  my eating disorder, I struggled with 
identifying and articulating my feelings. I struggled with labeling and 
describing the process that was unfolding in my head. I struggled with seeing 
a way out of  the hole and foreseeing a life around it.

Here, I depict the eating disordered experience in metaphor to reconcile 
the deliberation, confusion and ambiguity which, at their core, are not made 
of  words. Perhaps the metaphorical representation of  this journey may deem 
it accessible to someone in struggle. Perhaps it will offer loved ones a lens 
through which to perceive a struggle unknown to themselves. The metaphors 
offer angles of  understanding previously unconsidered, and a venue through 
which loved ones may extend support. 

You are not alone. However you are feeling at this very moment is 
understandable. Whatever you’re thinking at this moment is understandable. 
The knowledge and acceptance of  where you are is the best place to start.

So I would like to take you on a journey. This journey is safe. Many 
people are on this journey with us. Different people will identify with its 
different aspects, but we are on the journey together.

Thank you for sharing in this journey with me.
Go ahead and let yourself  be shown whatever it is you need to see.

Chapter 1 

Voice Suctioned, Spirit       
Contained—My Intro

 
My eating disorder quieted me.
It punctured a hole in my vocal chords out through which my voice leaked. 

I didn’t notice the leak until it was too late to suppress the flow.
A leak is not a spill. A spill is sudden, noticeable and often urgent, while a 

leak is subtle, sustained, and audible enough to be mildly annoying at worst. A 
leak accumulates damage over time and, before you know it, the bucket is filled 
and overflowing.

For the majority of  my life, I felt that I’d inherently lacked a backbone, the 
core of  me at the whim of  subtle shifts from arbitrary sources and impersonal 
critics. My sense of  self  felt fluid. I never felt truly able to own, assert, or 
embody myself. I deemed myself  worthy based upon external validation, and 
I judged myself  harshly upon the slightest perceived inkling of  external doubt. 
I repeatedly allowed myself  to feel small and neglected. I felt I lacked a distinct 
personality and attempted to rectify that by adopting other people’s voices, 
mannerisms, and styles of  communication.

I felt that, contrary to those around me, I had a wall in front of  me that 
was bound to inevitably stunt my journey. I perceived life as cyclical rather than 
linear. I repeatedly noted the seemingly linear development of  those around me 
as I circled again and again back to the inevitable starting point. Others seemed 
to build on themselves whereas I felt like I was always starting again. 

§
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Music Conservatory. And with that, I felt as though my life-long dreams thus 
far were about to actualize. With a curriculum of  composition, theory, and 
collaboration ahead of  me, I believed that this program was sure to maximize 
my potential in the most purposeful way I could have imagined.

So, in following with my usual preemptive defense, I sabotaged it at the start.
Mid-way into my first semester as a music student, I began restricting food. 

Perhaps I deemed my failure inevitable (an intention which was fully realized, as 
in the end I was too sick to complete the program) and so I needed restriction 
as a safe-guard. Of  course, eating disorders generally only concern themselves 
with the moment; there is no foreseeable future in the form of  consequence or 
glitch in the plan.

I went with what came over me because the sick, unfulfilled part of  me 
saw it as an opportunity. I had a deep-rooted desire to be seen, and I felt the 
most precious way I could achieve that would be through sickness. I desperately 
sought a sense of  consistency, which I subsequently allowed the eating disordered 
behaviors to provide. I thought, with a similar degree of  relief  that had overcome 
me the first time I’d self-injured, At the very least, I have this. I could carry this out. I 
could see this through. I could own this. I could accomplish something through this.

Nothing is as justifiable as a delusional plan enacted. And just like that, 
everything was accounted for; everything fit into the plan. The weighing, the 
counting, the berating.

My classes ceased to matter and I conversely plummeted academically and 
soared in songwriting. I stopped studying for Theory and Ear Training, and 
instead spent hours in the practice rooms, writing songs in metaphor. They 
weren’t about me. They weren’t about an eating disorder. Oh, no. They were 
about others. “Carrie,” for example, on the line again, weighing down to nothing for a 
candle stick/when gravity has lost her hold she’s over this. Or “Monday” —It’s a wonder that 
you’re here to save face anyhow/so I end this game and leave some space to show/This time my 
name is only a label/no more room for a body but a prodigal mind if  that’s what it takes you 
know.

Restriction gave way to bingeing, which gave way to purging. For seven 
months, I spent weekdays in battle with my appetite and weekends overcome by 
it, until my body caved and I was overcome completely. 

If  you’re on level ground and you’re pushed, you may be knocked to the 

Growing up, I could not see how I would ever thrive as an adult. I felt truly 
and wholly incomplete, and I convinced myself  that, sooner or later, I would 
naturally succumb to the consequences of  my proclaimed inadequacy. 

I had always used food to suppress and deny emotion. Emotional eating and 
comfort eating was my default coping mechanism for as long as I can remember. 
Before an emotion even registered, I sought out food and ate it past the point 
of  fullness. In order to contain my anxiety, in order to escape sadness or mute 
anger, in order to acquire and maintain a sense of  familiarity and comfort, I ate 
on auto-pilot.  

I hated my body. It seemed perfectly reasonable that I would hate the very 
body I could not control, and that I would subsequently hate myself  for not 
controlling it.

About once a year from age 13 forward, I restricted food for a few days, 
during which I felt like I was finally “winning,” but then inevitably went back to 
my otherwise default state of  eating for comfort. 

I began to struggle with depression and self-injury at age 14. At age 20, I 
took a semester off  from school at SUNY Purchase to enter a day treatment 
program that focused on Dialectical Behavioral Therapy, after which my self-
injury improved considerably. I went back to school confident in my ability to 
abstain from harming myself, but I hadn’t addressed my issues with food because 
I had never considered them cause for alarm.  My relationship with food seemed 
so integrated into who I was, whereas self-injury seemed like something I had.  A 
problem. Something I could work on and resolve. My food issues, on the other 
hand, felt like a part of  me—I couldn’t imagine not having them. The beliefs 
that I held about myself  because of  them—that  I was undeserving, unworthy, 
unloveable, disgusting—ran deeper than skin. I had digested, integrated, and 
emitted these beliefs from the core to the surface. And so it stood to reason that, 
because I considered my food issues integral to what made me me, making peace 
with my body was not as much of  a priority as erasing the scars on its surface.  

But the eating disordered mentality crept in when the void in me called out 
for a form of  sabotage in the wake of  self-injury’s absence. I spent the following 
year in school developing increasingly severe eating disordered thinking, feeling 
and behaving. I recognized it to a degree but lacked the resolve to challenge it, so 
I let it fester. During this year, I developed a sense of  guilt about eating that had 
never thus far been so pronounced.

In the spring semester, I applied and was accepted to the SUNY Purchase 
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grip while dangling off  the edge of  a cliff. But without will, I wouldn’t attempt to 
hoist myself  up. Addicted to limbo, I clung to a perpetual indifference.

I spent several months preparing for my junior recital. Hyper-focused, I 
concentrated every bit of  energy I could spare onto achieving a stellar recital. 
And that it was—the room was filled to capacity and then some, and the band 
and I soared. I lived off  the residual euphoria for days.

But when the euphoria settled, I crashed. Drained from the exertion of  
such concentrated, singularly focused energy, I receded further into the eating 
disorder, clutching to the memory of  my A-level recital as the rest of  my grades 
plummeted. 

Again. I’d brought it on myself  and asked, ‘When is it going to end?’ But I’d 
brought it on myself, so shouldn’t I have known the answer? Shouldn’t I have 
been held accountable for the answer?

I stopped writing music and stopped studying completely. My only way of  
coping with the pain of  having an eating disorder was with the eating disorder 
itself, I had no breath for anything else. My junior recital remains marked in my 
consciousness because there was no senior recital following it—I left the music 
conservatory midway through my senior year and graduated on an alternate, far 
less challenging tract with the scraps of  incoherent energy I had left.

I remained bulimic until a year after I graduated, sabotaging my job as 
Recreation Director at a facility for formerly homeless residents, my living 
situation with a roommate in the Washington Heights neighborhood of  
Manhattan, and any other semblance of  a life I’d managed to build, from 
spiritual openness to musical progress to closeness with treasured friends. 

I didn’t want to continue routinely waking up, getting through the day, and 
winding down at night with my eating disorder at the top of  my agenda. I didn’t 
want to surrender to the depletion that was accruing inside of  me. I didn’t want 
to go on lying, hiding, or shamefully changing direction when—in the midst of  
an episode—I spotted someone I knew. I didn’t want my eating disorder to be 
the only reason I got out of  bed and the only catalyst for sleep at the day’s end. 
But I felt it was impossible to live any other way. I had so integrated bulimia into 
who I was and how I got through my days.

However, perhaps less at play than my desire to stop living this way was  

ground, but you don’t go anywhere. You get back up or stay there until you  feel 
ready to move. But when you have an eating disorder, you’re never standing on 
level ground. You’re standing at the top or plummeting to the bottom of  steep 
hills, falling off  mountain cliffs, floating on rocky waters. The surface on which 
you balance yourself  is never stable. 

So when I purged for the first time, it was as though I had been standing on 
the top of  a steep, high hill, and someone gently nudged me forward, triggering 
me to tumble headfirst and cycle, gaining speed until I hit the bottom. Once the 
cycle had been set in motion, it felt impossible to catch myself.

And that is how gravity would have it if  you were indeed pushed down a 
steep hill from great heights. You couldn’t just catch yourself  unless you had 
some outside interference to your fall. Bulimia sufferers fall in rotations, head 
first and tumbling down. Bulimia can feel safe in its cyclical predictability. Just as 
the earth is held by gravity to rotate in steady revolutions, so is bulimia held by 
the safety of  its mandated cycle to rise and fall again, each perpetuating the other 
in an endless, meaningless search for relief.

As the days passed, the energy started to dwindle and I could feel it, I could 
feel the dying down, like aging and its steady pace, its steady tick of  a clock. It was 
a rhythm, and I was constantly falling victim to this rhythm and its unrelenting 
consistency; like the perceived newness of  morning that was no more than a 
cycle set to fall and rise again, no more than a sun that much closer to setting. 
Nothing lasts, I believed. You can’t freeze a moment. You can’t make people stay. You can’t 
have contact all the time. 

I continued to write. Everyone knows, you couldn’t take the world without a soldier, so 
you hold her / and she could say no, but it isn’t easy when you burn out, you fight and deny her 
but you hope to find her. I continued to perform on campus, continued to use music 
to deal with the sickness, hoping to communicate in code.

Having had already been in therapy since leaving the day treatment program 
in 2002, I started seeing a dietician who specialized in eating disorders. Both my 
therapist, Beth Kelly, and my dietician, Amy Peck, helped immensely. I cherished 
their strength, wisdom and absolute commitment to my well-being.

But without will, the most I would allow myself  to take from my sessions 
was a sense of  hanging on. Because of  their commitment, expertise and care, 
I clung to whatever I could to keep myself  at bay. They provided me a hand to 
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aspects of  the tour awoke in me an apparently latent bitterness and triggered the 
beginnings of  a downhill slide. And on a much more profound level, it triggered 
a reactivation of  my self-doubt, concern for my future, and my harbored, 
unresolved personal and familial dynamics. Upon returning from that tour, I 
slowly began to recede. 

My spirit had been held in my voice. And during those years, my voice had 
thrived. It had grown, breathed, flowed.

My singing voice had embodied the strength held in my emotional and 
spiritual voice. It had been the symbol of  my overall alignment, of  my positive 
intention enacted and in full steam. 

But, upon returning home, I experienced a detachment from my spirit that 
triggered the remnants of  vulnerability I hadn’t yet sewn up. Music suddenly 
became the representation for what I felt was wrong in the rest of  my life, so 
I played it out. Like the first notable sign of  a latent sickness, I let out a single 
note and felt the unclasping of  a chain that had held together my emotional 
and physical voice. I experienced my voice as one-dimensional. Flat. Empty. Cut 
off  at the root. I experienced my voice from the neck up, hitting the notes but 
not singing them. My vibrato felt forced. My breath ceased to follow its natural 
rhythm. I felt my vocal muscles atrophy and my core fall comatose.

Eating disorders suction, sterilize and contain the spirit. They muffle it, 
clamp it, stick it against an impermeable surface and vacuum its contents until 
hollow. They put it in a fish bowl for observation. The spirit may be kept sterile 
but because it has nothing to feed on, it becomes infertile.

Eating disorders contain and mock the spirit —– ‘Ha, I dare you to create now. 
Go ahead, do it! Go!’ The spirit is something to be kicked while down, rendering 
the already injured immobile. The violated spirit cannot thrive under these 
conditions. How can a spirit actualize its potential under such demoralizing 
observation?

Pre-dating my relapse was another kind of  sickness. This sickness manifested 
through the voice, which was, of  course, the most symbolic, the most precious, 
the most vulnerable. The voice was the key to expression, and the sickness took 
that away, seared the nerve endings, and numbed my connection to the depth 
within me and the stimuli around me.

a fundamental survival instinct: I did not want to die. And that was all I  
had to go on. 

So I took a medical leave from my job and entered inpatient treatment at the 
Eating Disorder Clinic at New York State Psychiatric Institute—a free research-
based program in New York, NY. 

Treatment—with its groups, meals, outings, individual therapy, family 
therapy, day and weekend passes, and monitored down-time—offered me a 
platform from which to try on life without an eating disorder. And I genuinely 
improved for a time.

Four years of  recovery followed, during which I regained my sense of  self  
and experienced life without my eating disorder. I created and followed through 
on goals in every aspect of  my life. I became excited about living and foresaw 
a future filled with passion, openness and love. I propelled myself  forward 
consciously and willingly. I participated in life and felt empowered, independent, 
and free.

During these four years, I attended a songwriting expo in Los Angeles, 
involved myself  with romantic partners, recorded an album, became certified in 
Reiki and, in doing so, began to reconnect with my spiritual aspect. I connected 
with other recovering individuals and reconnected with friends and family. I 
travelled, went to concerts, bonded with animals, danced, meditated, and created 
music with a strengthened heart.

I re-discovered my home of  New York City without the intrinsic ties to my 
eating disorder, no longer choosing food establishments based on my eating 
disorder’s convenience. I finally felt free to ignore calorie contents, to choose a 
seat by the window, and to refrain from factoring in bathroom accessibility. Most 
precious, however, was that I felt like I no longer needed to hide.

I returned to SUNY Purchase and spoke about my eating disorder as an 
advocate, encouraging others to realize that they were not alone, that they were 
understood, and that there were resources available to them. I co-organized and 
performed in an Eating Disorder Recovery Conference for families. I published 
my story up till that point in a book and music compilation, “You Are not Alone, 
Volume 2” (Andrea Roe and Shannon Cutts, April Dew Publishing). 

The culmination of  these four years resulted in a solo musical tour to upstate 
New York. In many regards, I felt unconditionally supported in the company 
of  friends and listeners. However, certain personal, social, and professional 
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When I felt I lost music, I felt the eating disorder was my only choice. I 
appointed it the role of  both fallback plan and confidante, an entrusted and 
private friend that would give me a new and invigorated sense of  direction. After 
all, any direction seemed preferable to none.

I’d needed something that would allow me to tolerate living as an incomplete 
person; without it, I risked being forced to see myself  as I truly was—a fluke in 
the universe, an appendage never intended for completion. I truly felt that my 
core was not whole and that I would go through the rest of  my life hitting the 
same wall time and again. 

Unable to either tolerate or challenge this notion, I turned to the eating 
disorder—in all its twisted irony—to prevent me from becoming suicidally 
depressed. When I relapsed, I stopped feeling anything at all, which seemed the 
ultimate convenience.

I was the most hopeless. It was surreal. It was shameful. I was shameful.
It was interesting how I wanted to be seen much in the same way I’d wanted 

to be seen when I’d actively played music; how I wanted people to react in the 
same way, saying, “Whoa, I didn’t know Jenn was capable of  this.” Pride kept me 
there, and it kept me sliding.

I really thought I’d outlived my self, that I’d overstayed my welcome here on 
Earth and that it was time to go. It seemed too easy to slip away. It seemed to be 
my time; past my time. I felt like a living ghost.

I couldn’t do this anymore. I couldn’t exist in myself  anymore. I was tired. 
This was my whole entire life. I was sick. I was nauseous. I needed out. Out. Out. 
I was dying. I felt life draining out of  me. 

So at the strong inclinations of  my therapist, Adrienne Frimet; my 
aforementioned nutritionist, Amy Peck; my parents, and my own self-knowing, 
I entered New York State Psychiatric Institute once again. And once again, my 
treatment team prior to going in had kept me in a holding place. While I remained 
in limbo as I got further into sickness, my treatment team granted me the gift of  
ambivalence. I always questioned the regression, and to a certain extent, because 
of  my treatment team, I never abandoned my fear completely.  

When I was stable and out of  the hospital and my voice still wasn’t back, 
I found myself  saying, “If  I should ever happen to write a song again, I will 
obviously have to get someone else to record it because my voice is gone for 

I attempted to remedy this pre-existing sickness through relapse. Relapse, it 
seemed, provided a zoom lens which permitted me to focus on one thing only 
and, in doing so, narrow my parameters severely. 

The eating disorder had me believing that I chose this line of  vision, so I 
found freedom in this supposedly manual lens. I found freedom in the choice of  
whether to numb out or zoom in.

The eating disorder turned that remedy onto its head. My relapse into 
anorexia was a sore attempt at reclaiming power over what or whom I felt had 
contributed to the violation of  my voice. It was a coping tool at dealing with the 
loss itself  and an attempt to spite the trigger and numb the subsequent anger. It 
was a replacement of  the identity that I felt I’d lost. It was a way to salvage the 
embarrassment I’d felt for failing myself  and disappointing others.

Unfortunately, my attempts at spite were rerouted back onto me tenfold. 
My attempts to salvage embarrassment were moot, as I began to believe that no 
one had valued me enough to be disappointed in the first place. Any potential 
remnants of  a voice withered further still. And any traces of  conviction of  
getting it back were mocked, harassed, disposed of. Like a demon, the eating 
disorder possessed when my spirit weakened, snatching the opportunity to lock 
it in place so it couldn’t break out of  its hold upon waking.

And so it would follow that along with the loss of  voice came the loss of  
dreams, the loss of  intuition, the loss of  spirit, the loss of  felt contact. Even 
petting an animal was not natural for me anymore. The purest, most direct kind 
of  communication had become inaccessible to me. I stopped being able to 
connect with people. Hugs felt oddly cautious and foreign. I stopped listening to 
music. The only time I heard music (“heard”—not “listened to”) was on store 
playlists. Store music provided an accidental and intolerable portal to feeling in 
snippets on overload.

But other than that, I was living in my self-created dead-zone—of  flat, harsh 
and abrasive silence.

At age 28, I felt and believed that I had lost music; that it had actually happened 
for good this time as opposed to times prior that had proven temporary. I had 
never felt this empty. I was not being fed in the form of  food or passion.

The losing and gaining of  music as it pertained to anorexia was not as 
black-and-white as with bulimia, since losing it preceded my relapse. Therefore, 
recovering from this relapse involved regaining weight, life, passion, and music.
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good.” I thought my vocal muscles had permanently atrophied. The one-
dimensional quality of  my voice had not improved in correlation with weight 
restoration or behavior stabilization.

Eating disorders break you. They break your life force. They break what 
connects you to yourself. You have to work to mend the breaking. It is an 
obligatory part of  recovery. I didn’t believe I could get back what I’d lost. The 
precipitating events had dug my voice’s grave, and the eating disorder had buried 
it. 

The saddest part was my indifference to it. My detachment became evident 
in the premature acceptance of  a life without a voice.

§
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