
[image: image1.jpg]meda

multi-service
eating disorders
association






  Abby’s Story

Looking back on my journey to recovery, I think about the concept of choice.  There is a popular phrase in eating disorder treatment that I am sure you all are familiar with: “You did not choose to get an eating disorder, but you can choose to recover from one.”   My name is Abby, and I have recovered from anorexia.  

I grew up in a stable, loving home.  My life was never without love and affection.  So I often wondered to myself, why did I decide to be anorexic?  Why did I choose this?  But it is never a choice.  I am a people pleaser and a sensitive person.  The result?  I stuffed all my feelings down where they would no longer be felt---and no one would be bothered by them.  And being a sensitive girl, there were A LOT of feelings getting stuffed and suppressed, awaiting an explosion.  I also grew up in a household of talkers— allowing me to be silent.  It was easier for me to have my family, namely my mom and older brother, speak for me, so I never learned how to express how I felt because I never had to.  Also being naturally shy,   I preferred it that way.  The result though was the stuffing of how I felt and what I really wanted to say.  Even though I wanted and actually preferred for them to speak on my behalf, my shyness created an enormous problem when my mom and brother were not there to speak for me.  It caused me to feel anxious much of the time, though no one knew because again, I hid my feelings.  It would have been completely acceptable in my household to express my feelings, but I did not have a forceful enough personality to make that happen.  So while I felt loved, supported and accepted by my family, I never learned how to express my true feelings.  Besides being a feeling stuffer, I have the genetic factors— family history of addiction, depression and anxiety.  Beyond that, I was an early developer physically, far before I was ready to deal with the implications.  Even though the remarks about my body were positive, I felt deeply uncomfortable by that kind of talk  and was not sure how to process those feelings.  This occurred  around age 10 or 12, when I was more interested in what my body could do, as I was an avid horseback rider, rather than what it looked like.  

Those were just the factors brewing beneath the surface.  In the beginning of my junior year of high school, my best friend ditched me, and girls in the “fast crowd” befriended me.  I went from watching SVU marathons and making break-and-bake cookies to going to parties and drinking on the weekend, something that I was not ready for.  Although I felt uncomfortable most of the time around those girls, I was glad to have friends.  The boiling point erupted when I had a bad sexual experience the summer before my senior year.  It caused me to feel deep shame, embarrassment, and ultimately a numbing effect.  I felt less connected with myself and empty inside.  I had a hole that needed to be filled, which was a perfect entry for an eating disorder to develop.  By focusing on food, I did not have to think about the shame and embarrassment I felt; I could just focus on portion sizes and burning calories.   On the heels of that experience, I left for Barcelona for a field hockey camp which was my first time far away from home without contact with my family.  I felt lost, lonely, and uncomfortable with myself; another perfect setting for anorexia to creep into my life.   It was easy enough there; it was a Dutch run camp, so all there was to eat was Dutch food, which I was not particularly a fan of.  (Looking back I can not remember what was particularly “Dutch” about the food.  They liked to put sprinkles on their toast, but otherwise, I think it was totally normal)  I was only gone three weeks, but that was all it took for the eating disorder to take a firm hold of me.  My mom dropped me off at the airport seemingly “ok”, and I came home a very sick girl.  


The time I was at my most ill is hard to remember.  What I do remember is the pain I felt.  It was almost as though the emotions I had been stuffing down for the past 17 years were bubbling to the surface; I was not prepared to handle them.  It was supposed to be a fun fall because it was my last year playing field hockey, and I was a captain.  Also, there was the excitement of applying for college and thinking about the next chapter of my life.  I had played sports in various forms my entire life, and it was a source of fun and friendship for me.  But to me, none of that mattered.  I felt alone and miserable.  Everyday trying to get to school was a battle for me, and I would spend all day waiting to go home.  I would come home and sob to my mom and sit on her lap, even though I was 17 years old.  Naturally, this was concerning to my mom-- to watch her 17 year old daughter revert to a child- like state and disappear before her eyes.  She sent me to a therapist, who was lovely but did not specialize or have much experience with eating disorders, so I was allowed to continue using my behaviors and naturally to get worse.  

I distinctly remember the feeling of disconnection from myself and everyone around me.  I could not remember who I was before the eating disorder, and I was not sure who I was now.  I guess I did not really care.  All I cared about was my eating disorder.  I think I only applied to four colleges.  I had no interest in going, but it was expected that I apply to some schools.  The breaking point was when I failed yet another weight in, and my psychiatrist told my mom it was time for a higher level of care.  

The weekend I started my partial day program was one of the worst weekends I have ever experienced.   I was numb, yet completely terrified what would happen to me on that Monday.  Rather my eating disorder was terrified what would happen to me.  I’m not really sure what I pictured, probably something like they were going to hold me down and force me to eat.  At this point, I was not convinced I had an eating disorder, so I was not sure of the point of going at all.  In fact I was so unconvinced,  I was shocked when a social worker told me that my hair falling out was indeed a side effect of anorexia!  I thought I was just shedding before the winter--which makes no sense as I am not a dog.  Besides, dogs grow hair before the winter, not shed.  Needless to say, I was unsure why I was there and completely ambivalent about the recovery process because how can you recover from an eating disorder when you don’t have one? 

At first I was not the best patient.  I hated my social worker (who, by the way, is the best) just because she didn’t put up with any of my excuses.  She saw right through me, and I was no longer allowed to be manipulative.  She called me out on what I was doing, even though I did not want to hear it.  My mom loved her.  The first time I realized that I might have an issue was when they served a fear food at breakfast and I threw a fit.  Tears, refusal, the whole nine yards.  I still was not interested in recovery, but I acknowledged to myself that I have a problem.  It had become normal for me to restrict and prohibit certain foods, but I did not think it was a problem.  I sat at a table with a counselor who stared at me while I sobbed until I took a bite of my breakfast.  During a quiet time later, I realized this was not normal behavior.  Breakfast should not be a tear- worthy event, but it was for me.  This breakfast in particular is what alerted me to the fact I had a problem with eating.  

Being the people pleaser I am, it distressed me to have my mom so worried about me, and I feared disappointing her.  So I eventually complied with the program just to make other people happy.  I was still not interested in recovery, and I was still miserable.  The first tiny turning point I had was during the program.  I had finally reached a healthy enough weight that they allowed me to go to gentle yoga class, “grandma” yoga as they called it, as long as it was one at a studio.  (I still isolated myself socially at the time and did not like to be with others.  My social worker wanted me to be out in the world inside of hiding at home).  For the first time in a long time I was moving my body for other reasons than weight control;  I loved it.  Yoga was more than moving my body; it allowed me to escape the thoughts that consumed my mind and focus internally on my body and my breath.  It seems counter-intuitive because the thought might be why would I want to focus on my body, since I was already consumed by thoughts about it?  Yoga took me out of my negative thought cycle about my body and steered my thinking into thoughts about my body sensations.  For example, focusing on moving my breath into all four corners of my lungs is different than thinking my stomach is fat.  Both are thoughts focused on my body but clearly have different emotions attached to them.  One left me calmer, while the other made me more anxious.  I returned to the program on Monday and was informed that I had a choice.  I could either eat more to keep up with my hypermetabolic state or no longer do yoga once a week.  I chose to eat more.  

It would be nice if I could say now that yoga cured me, and I never had another eating disorder thought.  But of course not.  The importance of the moment was I made choice for ME, not the eating disorder.  Did I struggle to eat more? Yes.  But finally something else was important enough for me to try to push through.

Once I was discharged, I had to re-enter the real world.  Fortunately, my high school allowed me to have many supports in place.  Still, I clung to my meal plan as though my life depended on it and followed it to the T, fearing what would happen if I deviated from it.  I was very rigid and inflexible and going out to eat needed at least a two day notice.  I muddled through, taking every opportunity to “cheat” on my meal plan, and I still isolated myself.  While I was much better, it was still a stressful time for my family.  My mom didn’t really feel like she could leave me alone for long, for fear that I would not eat.  She wasn’t wrong to think that.  She and my dad couldn’t have their date night dinners unless I came along, and then it would be a huge ordeal with me trying to figure out what to eat.  My family was very supportive of me, but at this point they were probably ready for me to pull myself together, so we could have a normal family dinner.  At school, I was still isolated from many of my friends because I had snack every morning in the counselor’s office and lunch in the nurses’ office.  But because I looked better than I did before I went into treatment, people assumed I was well.  I let them assume that because I wanted to appear normal to everyone, even though I was still struggling.  It is a lonely place to be.   I put so much thought into trying to appear  normal I actually missed out on what was going on around me.  I was still isolated. 

College was looming.  Most people find it to be an exciting, perhaps slightly nerve-racking time but something to look forward to.  I had no interest.  I did not want to go; I wanted to stay home with my eating disorder, doing just barely enough to avoid intensive treatment.  I did not make my college choice.  My eating disorder did.  I chose a college that was close to home, and I assumed it would be easy to withdrawal from if I needed to.  Although on the outside I looked somewhat better, I was still completely controlled by the eating disorder.  

I went off to school, terrified, but with the appropriate supports in place.  Every week I went to the health center, and it was a constant teetering back and forth of whether I would be able to stay.  I later learned that my friends would often wonder when I went home to see the specialist, whether I would be coming back.  I kept myself well enough, again to please everyone.  I didn’t want to disappoint anyone and that was my main motivation for continuing.  But again, I was doing the bare minimum.  Not enough for lasting or a full recovery.  When a therapist tells you how many laps you can do around the dining hall before a decision must be made on what to eat, that is not real recovery.  

My therapist at school finally suggested that it might be time to try IOP again.  I had been stuck in the same place for nine months, and it was time for a boost.  It was the second significant turning point in my recovery.  Despite my eating disorder protests, I made the choice to go back to IOP.  This time in treatment, I made goals for myself, focusing on my recovery.  I was frankly exhausted by constantly thinking about what I was going to eat and pushing my body to exercise as much as I could.  I basically felt like crap and wanted to feel better physically.  I wanted to get out of the rut of my “safe food” options, and I needed to gain a last bit of weight.  We are talking a tiny amount here, an amount that someone other than my hyper-focused-on-my-body self would not notice, but mentally, it felt impossible.  It was desperately important for me and my eating disorder to control my recovery weight.  But for me to control my weight meant the eating disorder was still going to be there, taking over my life, making all the decisions for me.  

It is amazing how much better I felt as soon as I gained that last bit of weight, both mentally and physically.  My thoughts became less obsessive, and I felt physically stronger, as I was not constantly fighting my body to stay at an artificially low weight.  The eating disorder voice got quieter.  At first I felt uncomfortable within my body, feeling larger than I did before.  But I also noticed that I felt less tired, could make it through a yoga class without having to rest in child’s pose half the time (I need to mention there is nothing wrong with resting in child’s pose, but before I physically could not go to a class without spending large amounts of time resting, simply because my body did not have enough energy). 

The next year was much less dramatic for me.   I still struggled, but I was committed to recovery.  Slowly, therapy sessions were able to shift away from eating disorder discussions and more toward regular college- age topics.  

The last piece of my recovery was transferring colleges.  I had grown up A LOT during the two years I spent at my first college (intensive therapy tends to have that effect).  Besides, I did not really choose that college for myself, the eating disorder did.  I discovered I didn’t like it, and I had the power to change my situation if I wasn’t happy.  I made the choice without the consideration of the eating disorder.  I was determined to start over at my new school without the eating disorder present.  I did not want to be constricted by appointments or weigh ins, or have my eating disorder take over my life in any other way.  I wanted to be a normal college student.  As I was busy making plans, the eating disorder was awarded less and less room in my brain, until one day I realized I had not thought about it in months.  

What is my life like now? I have a blessed and wonderful life.  My days are full of studying, and nursing clinicals, and friends, and family, and yoga.  I love trying new restaurants and am excited when a friend surprises me with a cookie, rather than terrified.  My thoughts are of job hunting and what clothes I am going to wear out, rather than how many exchanges are in the meal I am eating.  Most importantly, I feel connected to myself and comfortable with myself.  I am not saying I never wake up and feel uncomfortable feelings, but no longer does it ruin my day or affect what I eat.  I feel attuned with my body and what it wants, rather than forcing what I think it needs.  

Some things that helped me….

· Even when I wanted nothing to do with recovery, I still participated in therapy.  I still showed up and did the work on how to deal with my emotions.  That way, when I decided to recover, I actually had some tools to do so.  

· I let my motivation be something other than me.  While I believe internal motivation is necessary for a full recovery, it is ok to use external motivation to help you get there. 

· I was always honest with my treatment team.  Well, this is easy for me because I am a terrible liar, but I always told my team when I used behaviors or was struggling.  Eating disorders thrive on secrets and taking that away takes away some of its power.  

· Letting go of having my identity being someone with anorexia.  Focusing on other, more interesting parts of myself helped me separate from it.  

· I don’t follow any models or “fitness” gurus on Instagram or other social media.  I know that it bothers me, and I can easily get sucked into comparisons, so I generally avoid spending any time looking at those types of things.  

· To cultivate a healthy body image, I try to wear clothes that make me feel good and I like.  I love clothes, and I try to make shopping stress free.  Even someone without a previous eating disorder can find shopping overwhelming.  If I feel like I am getting overwhelmed,  I have a few strategies.  Either I will just bag the trip and come back when it’s less crowded, or I will buy things to try on at home and return them if I don’t like them.  The hassle of the return is better than having a meltdown in the dressing room because nothing is working and there are a million people in the shop.  

· My yoga teacher often says things while I am in a pose like, “Be interested in what the arches of your feet are doing.”   Sometimes it is easy to become so focused on the parts of our bodies we don’t like.  Becoming interested in the  arches of our feet or how our shoulders rotate when we reach our arms overhead, can help focus attention away from our negative thoughts about our bodies and remind us that there is a whole lot more to us.  And it is awesome.

· Body image is something that I work on a daily basis with positive affirmations and by moving and feeding my body in a way that feels good.  Just because you are recovered, it does not mean that you will never have another bad thought about your body again!  The outside messages won’t stop telling how you “should” look, but through recovery you will find tools to combat those messages.  

· I am a really big fan of DBT, particularly the mindfulness and acceptance part of it.  When I find myself getting agitated or upset, if I just stop and take 10 slow breaths, by the end I feel much clearer and more removed from the feelings.  Not that I do not feel the feelings, but they don’t take over my whole being and stop me from being able to problem solve or to tolerate sitting with them if there is nothing that can be done with the situation.  

· As I have said previously, yoga had an enormous influence throughout my recovery.  And I continue to practice it almost daily.  Yoga goes so far beyond the postures, and learning the art of being still (which is still an ongoing struggle for me) in both mind and body has had profound effects.  

· In the earlier days, word searches and knitting were my life and savior.  They required just enough attention that I could focus less on my thoughts but not so much attention that I got exhausted by them mentally.  They are both very meditative and encourage mindfulness. 

· My whole family was very supportive, but my mom in particular was with me through every meal, driving me to appointments because I didn’t want to sit in the car alone, and there through every meltdown.  It helped beyond words, and I am very grateful.  

· To anyone who does not think recovery is possible for them: trust me when I say it is.  I know you have heard it a million times from so many people, but it is TRUE. No one believes it is, so you are not alone there.  I never thought I would fully recover and gain the freedom in my life that I have now, but slowly and surely I did it.  Celebrate the small progress you make. Find something you enjoy doing, and do it.  Test out all the different suggestions and use the ones that work for you and toss the ones that don’t.  It is ok to struggle or even not want to do it anymore, but the minute you stop working toward recovery is the minute the eating disorder keeps you from living your life to the fullest.  Even if it feels like the eating disorder is the best part of your life, I promise that there is something better out there.  You will come out a stronger, more compassionate person and there is no end to what you can accomplish in your life.  It is seemingly impossible, but it is just that: seemingly.  It is entirely possible for everyone, no matter if you have been struggling for 1, 2, 5, 10 or 20 years.  And it is worth it.  


