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LIFE WITHOUT ICE CREAM

Her diet?  Well, her diet basically consists of a 12 pack of diet coke a day, one pack of cigarettes, and an occasional BITE here and there.  I literally mean an occasional BITE to eat.  When I asked her about her eating habits, she smiled nervously and answered quickly.

“I eat just fine.  I just don’t eat a lot.”  

“You talked about how you throw up when you are nervous.  Do you think you might be bulimic?”

 “No, of course not,” she immediately replied. 

“Are you sure?”  I asked.  She just nodded and smiled.  

About two hours later she said, “I lied to you Amreen.  You asked me a question and I lied to you.”  While I am desperately trying to remember which of the thousand questions she is referring to, she reveals to me that she DOES have an eating disorder.  

***

“I was a fat kid and I was involved in ballet.  Well, eventually I ended up having to quit because, well you know…kids are cruel.  They were always telling me how fat I was and making fun of me.”  She’s absolutely right.  Kids are so innocent, yet so cruel.  Adults, however, are just plain cruel.  When children seek acceptance, if parents are the way they should be, children are able to turn to them for comfort.  Fortunately Larkin has always had her mother as her best friend, but her father was her biggest enemy.  Her father abused her constantly when she was a child.  By the age of ten, he had broken her collarbone three times.  When she cried after ballet practice because of the derogatory comments of her peers, her father sided with the insulting children.  “‘Yes Larkin, you are fat,’ he reminded me.”  

****

“My father had this condition, you see.  He was an asshole.  You understand.  He was just someone that was better not having around.”  Her father left when her brother was four months old.  Money, credit cards, car…he took it all.  Her mom had to work 20 hours a day.  They had to sell their house in Dallas, and that’s when they moved into a townhouse in Mesquite.  “That’s basically it.  Running around paying bills. That was life.”  Deep inside of me, I felt this intense hatred for her father.  “Did he abuse your mother?”  I asked.  “Oh God, yes he did.  You know how it is.  When you’re that young, you don’t really know what’s going on.”  Yes, I know how it is.  My biological father frequently abused my mother as well.  He died in a car accident when I was three.  I felt I had some sort of connection with Larkin.  Both of our biological fathers were assholes and life is just better without them. 

***


From the start, I knew Larkin had a lot to share about her life, but when I asked her questions, she responded with questions for me.  I ended up telling her my life story before I even caught a glimpse of her mysterious life.  “I like to listen,” she tells me.  She asks me if I am bored with her.  “Of course not,” I reply as I watch her shift uneasily in her chair.  I was not bored, but annoyed; annoyed at the meringue music playing in Starbucks that was WAY too loud.  I wanted silence.  I wanted to hear her silence.  

***

“My parents got divorced when I was four,” she reveals.  Ever since then, she has had trouble sleeping at night.  The abuse she suffered from her father and the agony of her mother cursed her with sleepless nights.  If she was lucky, she was able to sleep an hour, maybe two during the night.  “How old were you when your father first started abusing you?”  I ask.  I felt a little uneasy because I thought I was making her feel uncomfortable with my interrogation.  I really wanted to find out if the physical and emotional abuse she suffered from her father caused her to decide to quit eating.  I was under the impression that she became anorexic mainly because of the insults she dealt with from her father regarding her weight.  Calmly she replies, “As far back as I can remember, but I made this decision for myself.  My parents didn’t make me who I am today.  I made a choice and I am choosing to live with it.”

***

“It’s like my mind and my body are separate entities.  It’s like driving a car, you know.  You can go a couple of miles without changing the oil, when you really need to get it changed.  Like a thousand miles after the oil light comes on, the car will still run, but it’s tearing itself up inside.  And that’s what it’s like.  It’s my body I’m doing this to.  It’s like a car.  And as long as it keeps running, who cares?”  That’s understandable, I thought.  Once, I went 5,500 miles without changing my car’s oil.  I think that car hates me.  I neglect it.  Then, I dream about having a nicer car.  A prettier one.  A newer one.  We’re never happy with what we’ve got.  Somehow, the grass is always greener on the other side.  I figure that’s how Larkin feels about her body.  Except, she says, “I really like who I am.”  

“Then why do it, Larkin?”

“I can’t explain it.  I’ve been doing it so long and so well, and so whole-heartedly, that it’s almost like, become a part of my personality.  I can’t fathom being me without that.”

***


According to the U.S. Surgeon General’s report on eating disorders, anorexia nervosa is the deadliest of all eating disorders.  Its mortality rate is 56 percent a year, which is higher than almost ALL other mental disorders.  Death is a result of starvation, electrolyte imbalance, or suicide.  Although the causes of anorexia are unknown, they are believed to be a combination of factors including:  neurochemical, genetic, psychodevelopmental, and sociocultural.  Treatment is available, but the problem is getting them to want help.  For anorexics, this is normal.  This is life.  This is contentment.  Our society’s emphasis on body image has made this condition, this way of life, NORMAL for a big chunk of our population, including Larkin.  “It sounds sick, but I’m glad for everything that happened.  Because, other than, you know, a few little chemical glitches, I really like who I am.”  

***


“My boyfriend and I are perfect for each other.  What better for a diabetic than to have a girlfriend who does not consume sugar?”  All this talk about abstaining from food had made me hungry by now.  Now this talk about abstaining from sugar…I just wanted some ice cream. Mmm…yummy…Amy’s Mexican vanilla with strawberries.  I wanted to tell Larkin how much she was missing out, but just as I was thinking that she tells me, “Normal people have sexual fantasies about their favorite movie stars, I have fantasies about food.  I have an intense desire for cheesecake at most times of the day, but I’ll just never give in.”  This was really something.  I began to think I had an eating disorder because I can’t stay away from ice cream.

***

Larkin hopes to be an English professor when she graduates.  She plans to marry her boyfriend.  “I know this is love because I’ve had it once, and I lost it.  I’m not letting go this time.”  She’s showing me how every aspect of her life is under control, but having anorexia can’t possibly be considered having control.  In actuality, though, it is complete control.  It is a constant fight against a craving.  As much as I want to encourage her to seek help, I know I can’t make her want to get help. It is easier said than done.  It’s just not normal having this condition.  But then again, who am I to decide what’s normal and what’s abnormal?  This society shows us what is expected, what is beautiful, what is desired, but when we do whatever it takes to try to meet its demands, we are seen as abnormal.  What started as a society’s influences and expectations automatically becomes labeled a mental illness.

Author’s Afterwards


When I first sat down to talk to Larkin, I found myself talking most of the time.  I am one of those people that have a very difficult time dealing with awkward silences so I kept talking to fill in the empty gaps.  Finally I realized that I was going to have to shut up to get Larkin to open up to me.  I had to listen critically to each and every single word she said so that I wouldn’t miss a thing because every word.  Her answers to my questions were usually pretty short and to the point, but there was always some clue in each of her answers that provided my lead to the next question which would get her to elaborate her story.  This was very important for me because I wanted to make sure I had HER details in my piece, not just mine.   This was the only way that I would be able to represent her accurately.


I had a very difficult time writing this piece.  Since an eating disorder is a very sensitive issue, I did not want to say anything that would guide people in the wrong direction when trying to understand Larkin’s life.  Profiling Larkin was definitely a wonderful experience even though it was very difficult.  I wanted to make sure I had her story represented as accurately as possible so that people could really get to know the true Larkin.  


I wanted to have my voice in this piece because I felt I connected with Larkin.  I included a small section about my biological father to illustrate the similarities in our thoughts towards our biological fathers.  My voice in this piece continued to be present throughout the rest of the paper to show the changes in my thoughts and my understanding about Larkin’s life.  

