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I was twelve years old when I stopped eating. 
 

It didn’t happen gradually, slowly over time. But abruptly. A sudden switch from one day eating without 
hesitation, the way that hungry, growing children naturally do, to the next day, waking up and 
deciding to see how long I could go without eating anything at all. I thought that maybe I would 
make it until lunchtime. Then dinner time. 
 

I was hospitalised thirteen weeks later, having not eaten for over three months. 
 

Anorexia nervosa was scrawled in black ink on the cover of the file that sat at the edge of my bed. 
 

“Do you know what this means?” the wide-eyed psychiatrist had asked, gesturing towards the file, 
lifting his thin-rimmed glasses to peer curiously at me. “It’s Latin, means ‘a nervous loss of 
appetite.’” 
 

I wanted to tell him that I had not lost my appetite, that my hunger kept me awake through the night, 
haunted me through my days. I thought constantly about food, so vividly at times that I would 
startle from a daydream, panicking that I had maybe actually eaten something whilst in a daze. 
 

Anorexia nervosa. I let the label reverberate in my head. Jagged and clunky, as uncomfortable to say as 
it was inaccurate a diagnosis. I wanted to lose my appetite, or at least control it. My hunger 
terrified me. How much I wanted, how much I needed, how insatiable I seemed to be. I was 
scared of myself. Scared that no matter how much I might grab hold of, it would never be 
enough. I didn’t trust that I’d ever be satisfied with what I could get. Wasn’t it simply easier to 
not let myself have anything at all? It felt safer to have nothing than to be left always wanting 
more. 
 

“Are you trying to lose weight?” the doctor asked, flicking through my files. I didn’t answer, and he 
didn’t appear to notice. He looked preoccupied, as if searching for something hidden amidst the 
pile of medical notes. 
 

I stared at the navy socks, poking out above his brown shoes, wondering what he had eaten for 
breakfast. Toast, I imagined. White toast with butter and jam. Raspberry, with seeds. Cut into 
two triangles. I could see it in front of me, could smell it, taste it. Carbs, fat, sugar. All just 
calories. Eighty for one slice of toast, ninety for the butter, seventy for the jam… 
 

I stretched my hands around my waist, my thumbs digging into my back, my fingers pressing hard into 
my stomach. I stared up at the ceiling wondering if people really put both butter and jam on their 
toast every day. On both slices? It seemed unnecessary, a waste of calories. I start counting again 
before realising that the doctor is speaking to me loudly, a hint of frustration in his voice. 



 
“I asked if you hear voices.” 

 
“I hear yours,” I reply. 

 
He forces a smile, tilts his head sideways, puts my folder down on my bed and looks at me with a 

withering glare that tells me this is no time for games. 
 

“I can only help you if you let me.” 
 

I know this man is a doctor but what he can do for me, I’m not sure. I’m not sick in the conventional 
sense. This is not something that pills or ointment can fix. I want help, but I don’t know what 
help. I just want things to be different. I want to feel different. I want to be different. 
 

I want to be with my friends and not feel like I don’t fit in because I am too ugly or too stupid or my 
laugh is too loud. I want to do well at school without feeling like I am only just keeping up, that I 
am barely keeping afloat while everyone else sails on by. I want my family to love me the way 
they love my brothers, and not feel like they only keep me around because there’s nowhere else 
for me to go. I want to be good enough that I am not constantly worrying about getting kicked 
out or failing or being rejected. I feel like I am always needing to prove myself, validating my 
existence, that I am just one wrong move away from my entire world crumbling. Unconditional 
acceptance - if that exists - that’s what I want. 
 

I want the air that I breathe to feel less loaded, to not hurt my lungs with the sheer weight of it. I want to 
sleep through the night without being awakened by my own inexplicable cries. I want to live 
comfortably in my body without feeling like I cannot stand upright because panic has wrapped 
itself so tightly around my throat that I am left gasping for oxygen, unable to swallow, let alone 
think. 
 

When I stopped eating, it felt like the entire world slowed down. Everything became easier. I had time to 
reflect, room to breathe, space to step back and watch my world from a distance. I became 
detached from the frantic frenzy that had been overwhelming me for so long. It was as if I had 
managed to not just slow time down, but also lower the volume of my own brain rat-atat-tatting 
with its relentless barrage of thoughts that fired at me like poisoned daggers. 
 

Hunger hollowed out a hole which became my home. Nothing mattered but food and counting calories. 
Everything else faded away. I had become a shadow in my own life. It was the first time that 
anything made sense. 
 

If this doctor wanted to help, what was it he wanted to help me with? Starting to eat again would only be 
a short-term fix. My not-eating was a symptom, vaguely pointing at the problem, but not the 
problem itself. I desperately wanted him to give me permission to eat, permission that I would 
not give myself. But eating would mean coming back to life and returning to the world I had left 
behind. I didn’t want to do that. 
 



I want to be free to be myself, but I don’t know who that is or if it is even allowed. Who am I, and is that 
enough? 
 

My back was starting to ache as I perched awkwardly on the side of my bed. I was desperate to lie down 
but I didn’t want to appear weak or vulnerable. Or, worst of all, lazy. I waited while the doctor 
kept making notes, not sure whether I could interrupt or ask what he was writing. After a few 
minutes, I cleared my throat and he looked up, disorientated, as if he’d forgotten I was there. 
 

“I need to listen to your chest,” he said, standing abruptly, bits of paper falling to the floor around him. 
 

I felt like a rag doll as he fumbled around clumsily with his stethoscope, running through the checklist of 
physical observations that would soon become familiar: lungs, heart, temperature, pulse. He 
discarded me when he was done and sat back down, scribbling numbers on a piece of paper he 
picked up from the floor. 
 

He stared at me for a few long seconds, then looked down at his notes with a confused look on his face, 
as if he was trying to solve a SUDOKU puzzle. I waited, holding my breath. Silence gripped the 
room like barbed wire. My muscles ached, my thoughts held captive. I wanted all of this to be 
over. To go home, for things to return to normal, whatever that meant. 
 

As if on cue, my stomach roared into the silence with a thunderous growl. The doctor pretended not to 
notice, but I was mortified at my body betraying me, expressing what I was trying so hard to 
hide. I felt fraudulent, manipulative, grotesque. Here I was, taking up space in a hospital bed 
because a doctor believed that I had lost my appetite and was at risk of dying of starvation, when 
the reality was that there was nothing wrong with me at all. I had just wanted to see how long I 
could go without eating if I tried. Then I became scared that if I started to eat again, I would 
never stop. 
 

And so here I was. 
 

I curled up on the bed, disgusted by myself, wrapping my hands around my waist again, my thumbs 
pressing into my back, fingers pushing hard into my stomach. I could smell lunch being served 
on the ward. Meat, I guessed. Chicken? Probably served with potatoes. There were always 
potatoes. Mashed potatoes. 200 calories for the chicken, 150 for the sauce… 
 

I heard the doctor calling my name. I looked up to see he had put down his pen and paper and was 
frowning over his glasses at me. 
 

“Realistically, I think the best thing would be for you to go to a longer-term therapeutic environment 
where they can help you start to eat again.” My throat tightened. He continued. “But also address 
your… um… psychological… distress. Okay? Any questions?” He stood up to leave, picking up 
his papers with a sweep of his hands, and was halfway out the door before I had a chance to 
respond. 
 

“Sorry, I don’t understand what is happening. Am I going home” I asked, my voice rising with each 
syllable. 



 
“Ah, no, unfortunately not at this stage. I think that… Well you see… It’s unwise. I think. In my 

opinion. Well. Let’s just see if we can find a more appropriate place than this ward which isn’t 
really suitable, is it?” 
 

“What kind of place? Where? When?” I could feel a surge of panic rising in my throat. I was sitting 
upright now, my legs hanging off the bed, blood pulsing through me, in more fight than flight 
mode. The doctor glanced at the door. Lunchtime meant there was nobody around, all the nurses 
were helping with meals. He looked back at me, a mixture of fear and desperation in his eyes. 
 

“Look,” he said, “this is a medical ward and it’s not set up to treat patients with your condition.” He sat 
down, placing his papers on the floor beside him. “We can only stabilize you physically but that 
isn’t fair. You need more than that. You deserve better than that. Anorexia is a disease that 
affects your physical health but it’s an emotional problem. If we just treat the physical aspect, 
we’re not giving you the help that you need. I want you to go to a place where you can get the 
right treatment so that you can get your life back. Otherwise this?” He gestured around the 
hospital room, “This will be your life.” 
 

I was taken aback. Something had shifted. He seemed caring and understanding. Human, even. Up until 
now, there had been a wall between us. Him on one side, me on the other. Every time he had 
spoken, I had felt a switchblade flick open in my stomach, a knot tighten in my throat, the hairs 
on my arm stand to attention. Nothing about this doctor had made me think that he knew what he 
was doing, nor that I should trust him. 
 

Until now. 
 

His composure had changed. He looked confident, not overly so but enough that I felt safe in his 
presence. His face had softened. Gone was the intense stare that had gone right through me and 
instead was a look of genuine patience and concern. 
 

I felt my muscles relax, as if a weighted load I had been carrying had been lifted out of my hands. My 
lungs expanded, allowing me the space to take the deepest breath I’d taken in months. I lay back, 
suddenly exhausted, pulling the hospital blanket around me. 
 

“I need to make some phone calls to see where there is a bed, but I’ll be back with more information in a 
day or two,” he said. “Keep your fluid intake up.” He stood up to leave. 
 

“Okay,” I said. “Thank you,” I added, as he stepped through the doorway. I meant it. 
 

The doctor didn’t return. Instead, I received a message from one of the nurses that a transfer had been 
arranged to a hospital a few hours away. They didn’t have any more details so I spent the next 
few days lying on my bed, replaying the conversation with the doctor.  He had understood, 
hadn’t he? He cared, didn’t he? I pulled his words apart, unsure of what I had heard and what he 
had meant. Could I trust him? The next few weeks of my life were in someone else’s hands and 
it terrified me. I didn’t know what to expect or how to prepare for what lay ahead. 
 



It was a long few days before I found myself standing at the doorway of what looked like a house with a 
nurse standing on either side of me. A friendly-looking man wearing a t-shirt and jeans opened 
the door and looked at me for a moment before nodding politely at the nurses and welcoming 
them in. I stood awkwardly behind the two nurses, unsure of where I was to go. I felt both 
invisible and hideously self-conscious at the same time. The front door slammed behind me and I 
jumped, just as the two nurses and the man who had greeted us turned around. 
 

“Wait in there,” the man said to me, pushing a door open to a small room. “We’re going to do a quick 
handover.” 
 

I still didn’t know his name. I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t know how long I would be here for. I 
hoped it wouldn’t be too long because as I looked around, I was suddenly hit by a wave of 
homesickness. 
 

The room was brown. All brown. The wallpaper, the curtains, the carpet, the sofa, the chairs, the coffee 
table, the coasters. It smelled stale, as if the windows had never been opened, as if the air had 
been breathed in and out hundreds of times. It was suffocating. 
 

I stood up and walked over to open one of the window, feeling the dusty air move around me. Using a 
tissue to wipe off the cobwebs that surrounded the latch, I fiddled hopelessly against the layers of 
paint that held it tightly shut.  Just as I heaved a sigh of frustration, a large hand clamped heavily 
down on top of mine. I hadn’t heard the door open, hadn’t noticed anybody coming in the room. 
 

“They don’t open. Don’t waste your time.” It was the same man who had welcomed the nurses who had 
brought me here. 
 

“I need some air,” I tried to explain. His eyes were cold, his face expressionless. 
 

He lifted his hand off mine. “Sit down,” he said. 
 

He waited until I sat down, before sitting opposite me. He looked down at the papers he had brought in 
with him. 
 

His voice calm as he spoke. “Anorexia nervosa, eh? So you think you’re fat?” 
 

I don’t respond. 
 

“You’re a bit young. You’re not very thin. You don’t look anorexic to me.” 
 

“I’m not,” I said. 
 

“Then you’ll have no problems here,” he said. “We have girls like you all the time and we work with 
them all the same way. You’ll stay in your room and be given milk for meals and snacks. It’s up 
to you whether you drink it or not, but until you do, you don’t leave your room. At the weekend, 
the unit closes so you’ll be moved to the adult psychiatric ward down the road.” 
 



I could feel my throat starting to close up, my heart beating so loud I could hear it, my thoughts starting 
to blur together.  Panic pulsing through me and I was powerless to make it stop. I was trapped 
and terrified and there was nothing I could do. 
 

The man stood up. “I’m just going to finish the rest of the paperwork - five minutes max - and then I’ll 
come show you where your room is. Sit tight. Office is across the hall and I’ll keep the door 
open so you can see me.” 
 

As soon as he left, I jumped up and bolted for the front door. I heard someone shouting my name but I 
was outside before anyone could stop me. I ran without knowing where I was or where I was 
going. I just knew I need to get away. Suddenly I felt a hand on my shoulder, something catching 
on my leg. Before I could register what was happening, I was slammed up against the brick wall 
of the house, the right side of my face being pressed hard against it as my left arm was twisted 
painfully up my back. Paralyzed with fear, desperate to scream out for help but there was nobody 
to scream out to. 
 

“You’re on your final warning,” a voice behind me barked. “Try anything like this again and we’ll 
section you.” 
 

My mum had a section when my brother was born. She has a large scar across her stomach from where 
she was sliced open. Why would they do that to me? I don’t understand what is happening. I 
don’t understand why I am even here. I feel like I have been catapulted into an entirely different 
world and nothing is making sense. 
 

They carried me back into the house, upstairs into what becomes my room. I stayed in bed all day, every 
day, being watched by a nurse who wasn’t allowed to speak to me. Without the concentration to 
do much, I pass the time by creating my own structure. Every hour on the hour I let myself look 
out the window. Then I listen to a song on my Walkman. The rest of the time, I stared upwards at 
the panels on the ceiling, tracking the lines between them with my eyes. This distracted me from 
the numbers in my head for a while but inevitably, I would go back to adding and subtracting 
calories: half a banana plus four raisins. Seven raisins plus a quarter of a banana. 100 calories - 
(half a tomato + 100g spinach). And so it would go. 
 

I never touch the milk they bring me for meals and snacks. 
 

I repeatedly ask for water, but they tell me I have to drink the milk first. When Friday finally rolled 
around, there was a meeting with my mom, the doctor, and some of the nurses. The unit closes 
on weekends and I was to be transferred to the adult psychiatric ward. My mom wants to take me 
home. 
 

“She’s 12 years old,” she argues. 
 

The doctor nodded. “She’s critically ill,” he says. 
 

“She’s getting worse in your care!” 
 



Nobody in the room could disagree. Since being transferred here, my medical state has deteriorated and 
although the plan was to spend the weekend on an adult psychiatric ward, the reality is that I’ll 
back in a medical ward within a couple of days if something doesn’t change. 
 

I thought that being in hospital would make it easier to eat. Would allow me to eat without me needing 
to take on the responsibility for the decision myself, because I can’t do that. I won’t do that. It’s 
too complicated, too bold a statement, too much like standing up and saying, “I deserve to be 
nourished, I deserve to feel strong and healthy, I deserve to take up space.“ Not only do I believe 
the opposite, but I worry that others do too and I want to preempt them saying it by making sure 
they don’t even get a chance to think it. 
 

But I do want to eat. I hate that I want to but I can’t help it. I think about food constantly, can’t think 
about anything else. I am terrified by how much I am capable of wanting, how deep a hunger can 
run. It feels safer in hospital than at home because food is controlled for me. People think that I 
have too much control, but I  feel wildly out of control. I don’t eat because I think that if I did, 
I’d never stop. I count calories obsessively and rigidly control what I eat because the alternative 
is frantic chaos. I reign myself in as much as I can because I don’t trust myself. And the obvious 
question is, what am I really scared of? It’s just food. But it’s never “just food”. It’s an inability 
to be satisfied, always wanting more, a hunger so deep that it hurts and I’d rather pretend it isn’t 
there than sit with how it feels or look deeper into what might fill that hole. 
 

But hospital hasn’t given me permission to eat liked I thought it might. Hospital has made me feel lonely 
and misunderstood and scared of trusting people who are there to ‘help.’ It’s also made me feel 
like there’s something quite wrong with my brain. Not an eating disorder, not ‘anorexia nervosa’, 
not a mental health difficulty. Just my brain. Or maybe it’s me. I am just wrong. And nothing 
about me can be fixed. 
 

I ask if I can go home and everyone turned to stare at me. 
 

“I’ll eat,” I say. The words surprise me as they come out of my mouth, but I sound confident. I almost 
believe myself. 
 

The doctor looks confused, as if this hadn’t occurred to him before. “I don’t think that’s a good idea…” 
he says. 
 

“Well either I stay here and I don’t eat or drink, or I go home and you can see what happens,” I say. “It 
isn’t my worst idea.” 
 

The doctor looks at me, as if he isn’t sure whether or not I am being serious. I grin. His plan sounds 
absurd compared to mine. 
 

“Okay,” he nods, slowly. “Come back Monday and we’ll see how the weekend has been. We’ll keep a 
bed on the ward here in case of any problems, and the on-call psychiatrist will be aware of the 
situation.” 
 

He hands my mom a piece of paper with numbers and information on it. 



 
“We’d recommend you follow the same plan as here: six glasses of milk a day. Bed rest,” he hands my 

mom a copy of my care plan and meal plan. My mom nods. I nod. “See you Monday at 10am.” 
 

My mom and I walk out the building towards the car, my first breaths of fresh air in days. I’m so 
relieved, I start crying, collapsing into my mom’s arms. 
 
 


