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About the book

**Introduction to *Empty* by Susan Burton:**

In *Empty*, Susan Burton bravely pulls back the curtain on the shadowy

world of eating disorders, offering readers an unflinchingly honest and

poignant glimpse into her own battles with food and self-perception. With

grace and grit, she navigates the complex terrain of her inner turmoil,

shedding light on the powerful societal and psychological forces that shape

our relationships with our bodies. Driven by the ceaseless quest for

acceptance and empowerment, Burton’s narrative is a testament to the

resilience of the human spirit amidst adversity. Her story challenges us to

reflect on the hidden emptiness that so often accompanies the quest for

perfection, urging readers to unpack their own stories of struggle and to find

solace in vulnerability and authenticity. With its raw, evocative prose,

*Empty* is a compelling invitation for readers to join her journey towards

healing, acceptance, and profound self-discovery.
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About the author

Susan Burton is a distinguished American author and journalist, renowned

for her memoir "Empty." With a profound commitment to exploring raw and

poignant human experiences, she has carved a niche in the literary world by

bravely unveiling the intricacies of her own life struggles. Raised in various

parts of the United States, Burton's upbringing enriched her with diverse

perspectives, which have deeply influenced her storytelling style. Her work

is celebrated for its candor, depth, and emotional resonance, capturing the

essence of challenging personal narratives. Beyond writing, she contributes

to acclaimed publications, bringing light to subjects often shrouded in

silence. Through her evocative prose, Burton continues to challenge societal

norms, offering readers an intimate glimpse into the human psyche,

navigating identity, and resilience.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Diet

Chapter 1 of this narrative, titled "Diet," provides a personal account that

 intertwines the author's early encounters with food and a broader

exploration of eating disorders, hinting at the societal and cultural roots of

such conditions. The narrative begins by noting how the term "diet" is

paradoxical, referring both to customary eating patterns and to deviations

from these norms. 

From an early age, food played a significant role in the author's life.

Recounting childhood experiences, the author explains a notable aversion to

food, which began in infancy. Unlike typical children, the author rejected

common dietary staples like rice cereal, alarming both family and educators.

In response, her mother innovated creative tactics to introduce nutrition,

such as mixing raw egg with cranberry juice in a sippy cup. However, these

efforts often proved futile.

These early food aversions extended to broader dietary experiences. The

mere act of eating evoked anxiety, which was exacerbated by certain foods.

For instance, the shock of fizzy soda and the subsequent decades-long

avoidance of carbonated drinks, or the physical reaction to Melba toast,

underscored a deep-seated fear of unfamiliar flavors. Consequently, the

author adhered to bland and simple foods, avoiding salads, fruits, and even

popular children's treats like sugary cereals and snacks. 
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The anxieties surrounding food also impacted social experiences, as the

author dreaded events and trips due to the fear of unfamiliar food offerings.

Despite potential social repercussions, such as being labeled as rude for

refusing common foods like pizza at parties, the author steadfastly avoided

food perceived as threatening.

The chapter conveys that the author's relationship with food was not mere

pickiness but a profound vigilance rooted in fear. This vigilance mirrored a

self-protective mechanism, akin to avoiding things known to be harmful,

such as poison. Fundamentally, the author feared the unknown effects of

food on the body and identity, a fear that went beyond mere dislike to a

protective instinct against losing self-identity. This exploration sets the stage

for understanding the author's complex relationship with eating, influenced

by deeper psychological elements rather than simple dietary preference.

Aspect Summary

Chapter Title Diet

Theme Personal account exploring early encounters with food and
societal/cultural connections to eating disorders.

Opening View The paradoxical nature of the term "diet" as both customary eating
patterns and deviations from norms is discussed.

Childhood
Food Aversion

Began in infancy with rejection of typical dietary staples; innovative
but unsuccessful parental attempts to provide nutrition.
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Aspect Summary

Anxieties and
Food
Reactions

Act of eating caused anxiety. Specific aversions included sodas and
unfamiliar flavors, leading to adherence to bland foods.

Social Impacts Fear of unfamiliar foods affected social interactions and events,
despite potential social repercussions.

Underlying
Motivations

The vigilance around food stems from a fear of unknown impacts on
the body, reflecting protective instincts over identity.

Conclusion Food-related vigilance was not about preference but a complex
mechanism linked to identity and psychological aspects.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The vigilance over food as a form of self-protection and

identity preservation

Critical Interpretation: Think about situations in which you find

yourself hyper-alert to certain choices or actions in your life. The way

the author guards against potentially threatening foods illustrates how

safeguarding certain aspects of your identity or well-being can become

second nature. It's not merely about refusing what feels harmful; it's

about honoring your innermost needs and fears. This vigilance, as the

chapter suggests, isn't inherently negative; instead, it can become a

pathway to recognizing and valuing personal boundaries that shield

your authentic self from being diluted or lost in societal noise.

Embrace your unique ways of self-preservation, for they can guide

you in navigating personal challenges, helping you to maintain your

core identity, much like a compass steering you through life's complex

journey.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Puberty

In "Puberty," Susan Burton reflects on her experience of early puberty and

 the complexities of growing up. At ten years old, Susan becomes the first in

her class to get her period, a milestone she had anticipated with anxiety

rather than excitement. This event marks the beginning of a personal

transformation and a shift in her previously stable world.

Susan's family history and upbringing play a crucial role in shaping her

identity. Her parents, originally from the Northeast, settled in Michigan,

where her father pursued a career in radio news. Susan's mother, who longed

to be a mother, dedicated herself to her family's needs, while quietly

yearning for a career of her own—an ambition she set aside due to societal

and marital expectations.

From infancy, Susan faced unique challenges, including a medical condition

that affected her early development. Her shyness defined her social

interactions, yet she also harbored a strong desire to be seen and

acknowledged. As a child, Susan excelled in academics and extracurricular

activities, earning recognition and friendship. However, puberty complicates

her life, introducing new physical changes that make her self-conscious and

awkward.

Susan's struggles with her body image become evident as she compares
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herself to peers and wrestles with societal expectations about thinness and

beauty. Her grandmother's comment on being glad her grandchildren are thin

underscores a family preoccupation with weight, further influencing Susan's

perception of herself. This concern with body image leads her to experiment

with dieting at a young age, a habit that provides a sense of control and

power.

As Susan navigates puberty, she grapples with the changes in her body,

feeling a disconnect between her internal identity and external reality. Her

mother, attempting to ease her transition, suggests practical steps like

wearing deodorant and buying bras, yet Susan resists these symbols of

growing up. She remains attached to her childhood comforts, feeling

unprepared for adolescence.

A particularly mortifying incident occurs during a sleepover when Susan's

period stains the bedding. Her attempts to hide the evidence underscore the

shame and helplessness she feels about her body and its uncontrollable

changes. Despite her discomfort, Susan continues to grapple with her new

reality, realizing that these changes are a lasting part of her journey to

adulthood.

Overall, Susan's story captures the confusion and vulnerability of early

puberty, highlighting how societal pressures and family dynamics can

influence a young girl's sense of self during this pivotal time.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Navigating Puberty with Self-Compassion

Critical Interpretation: As you transition through the storm of puberty,

it's essential to embrace self-compassion and patience, appreciating

that these bodily changes are a natural part of growing up. Just like

Susan, who faced her newfound reality with hesitance and trepidation,

you too might experience moments of self-doubt and discomfort.

However, this can be an opportunity to explore and accept the

intricacies of your evolving identity.

Your journey into adolescence doesn't need to be a solitary one.

Acknowledging the external pressures and internal struggles like

Susan did, opens the door to compassion towards yourself, allowing

you to handle the awkwardness and confusion with gentleness.

Adopting self-compassion as you navigate societal expectations and

familial beliefs about body image can help mitigate feelings of

isolation or inadequacy. Embracing this mindset prepares you to

welcome these changes with a nurtured understanding, allowing you

to grow into your likeness with confidence and grace.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 3 Summary: In Our Family

The chapter "In Our Family" presents an intimate glimpse into the narrator’s

 family dynamics and personal journey growing up. The narrator, who

received $75 for a story titled "Bellamys," shares this achievement with her

father, evoking a proud and affectionate response. Her father's reaction and

the warmth in that moment highlight the close bond they share, despite the

underlying complexities in their relationship.

The narrative then delves into the father’s unfinished novel, "Strangle Hold,"

a symbol of his ambition and perhaps, unfulfilled dreams. The novel's

premise—a president-elect's wrongdoing—serves as a backdrop to

understanding the father's aspirations and his earlier life decisions, such as

quitting his job to write. These snippets offer insights into the family's

values, particularly a shared love for reading that defined their identities and

cultivated a familial romance with books. This is evidenced by their playful

consideration of opening a bookstore, aptly named "The Bookie" by the

narrator's mother. 

The chapter shifts to the father’s dual nature. On one side, he is depicted as

loving and jovial, indulging his daughter with humor and affection—and yet

prone to black moods that resulted in unpredictable, sometimes cruel

behavior directed at the family. An anecdote of being locked out of the

house illustrates one such moment, causing the narrator to reflect on her
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childhood filled with both adoration and anxiety towards her father. Over

time, however, both parents transform for the better, suggesting that change

is an integral part of life’s journey.

Parallel to the family narrative, the chapter explores the narrator’s personal

struggles with acceptance and identity. This is especially apparent during her

transition from a Montessori school to a public school, where her academic

achievements and unique style made her an outsider. This social ostracism

prompts her to create an alternate identity, Susan English, who embodies the

confidence and social grace she yearned for. This inner creation marks a

shift from childhood fantasies to adolescent aspirations, underscoring a

desire to navigate her social world more smoothly.

The chapter also touches on the cultural influence of Seventeen magazine,

which provided a private space for the narrator to explore adolescent identity

outside the harsh reality of middle school. The magazine becomes a

fantastical world where she could ponder puberty-related changes and

construct a narrative removed from her immediate environment. Even

retroactively revisiting these magazines in adulthood reveals how she

imbued them with wishes for stability and continuity—things she

subconsciously longed for in her own family life.

In essence, the chapter weaves a rich tapestry of family ties, personal

metamorphoses, and the longing for self-definition amidst external and
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internal challenges. The narrator’s story reflects on the complexities of

familial love, the inherited dreams and fears, and the individual’s quest to

carve out a distinct identity in the world.
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Chapter 4: Sunday Morning

The chapter "Sunday Morning" is a poignant exploration of a young girl's

 transition into adolescence and the complexities of family dynamics during

a formative summer. The narrative begins with the protagonist, Susan, who

is navigating the summer after seventh grade in the absence of her mother,

who is away for Montessori training in New York. Susan is left to manage

household chores, including taking care of the family cat, preparing meals,

and assisting her father, which gives her a sense of responsibility but also

highlights the cracks in family life.

As the summer unfolds, Susan's internal world shifts from childhood

concerns to grappling with identity, particularly influenced by her

observations of teenage girls like Kate at the swim club. Kate epitomizes the

teenage ideal for Susan, with her tanned skin and perfect physique. This

leads Susan to confront her own insecurities, especially after an encounter at

the swim club where her unshaven legs become a topic of ridicule among

older girls. Despite previous fears and her father's disdain for altering one's

natural state, Susan decides to shave, a metaphor for her entry into the

confusing world of societal expectations and self-consciousness.

As Susan transitions into eighth grade, her experiences at school improve

slightly, though her home life becomes increasingly fraught with tension.

She notices her father's late arrivals and the growing distance between her
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parents. An encounter occurs late one night when her father returns home to

a questioning from her mother, which Susan overhears. The tension between

her parents becomes palpable, and Susan, seeking comfort, inquires whether

her father is having an affair, receiving an unexpectedly candid response

from her mother.

The narrative further delves into Susan's experiences at a sleepover with her

friend Kelly, where the shocking reality of her parents’ disputes erupts in the

early morning hours. The harsh words exchanged between her parents reveal

a deeper turmoil and confront Susan with the adult complexities that haunt

their family life. This realization is poignant and shifts Susan's focus on her

own identity and family dynamics.

As fall arrives, Susan's father becomes even more engrossed in his world,

emphasized by an uneasy meeting with a woman named Debbie and her

daughter at a food court. Susan detects the inconsistencies in her father's

behavior and his attempts to maintain an appearance that contradicts their

family's values. This encounter alters Susan's perception of her father, who,

despite his actions, still seeks to present Susan as part of his life.

In December, as Susan's mother leaves again for Montessori training, more

focus falls on Susan's relationship with her father. An unsettling incident

involving the family mailbox being knocked over becomes symbolic of the

disturbance within their home. Alone in her fears, Susan reaches out to her
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mother, revealing the depth of vulnerability caused by her father's absence.

The chapter culminates with a muted reconciliation on a personal level

between Susan and her father, with her father breaking an unusual silence to

question Susan about shaving her legs, a significant moment that blends the

intimate and the distant elements of familial relationships.

In summary, "Sunday Morning" is a richly layered account of a young girl's

growth amidst familial turmoil. It captures Susan's evolving sense of self

alongside the fracturing dynamics of her family, marking a poignant

exploration of identity, adolescence, and the complexities of parental

relationships.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Going West

Chapter 5: Going West

In the span of a few transformative months, our family life in Michigan

unraveled. My mother filed for divorce, marking the end of an era, and

decided to relocate herself, my sister Betsy, and me to Boulder, Colorado,

where her sister Marcie lived. She secured a job as a Montessori teacher, and

a swift series of changes ensued: the family house was sold almost

immediately, and my father purchased a new home closer to downtown.

Meanwhile, I received my acceptance letter from Andover, a prestigious

boarding school. Though my father congratulated me, my mother, concerned

about finances and coping with too much change at once, decided against it.

Surprisingly, I agreed with her decision, feeling more connected to the idea

of attending a public school like Fairview High in Boulder—a place

epitomizing the quintessential American high school experience.

To me, Fairview represented a real American teen life. Its football team was

highly ranked, and students like a junior named Holly even won

cover-model contests for magazines like Seventeen. The allure of this

ordinary teenage life, absent in the anticipated elite New England boarding

school life, was magnetic. As we prepared for the move, I began to

physically shed my childhood, losing my braces and glasses, evaluating
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myself in mirrors, and even navigating early encounters with boys.

We embarked on our journey to Colorado the very week my parents' divorce

was finalized. My mother, eager to start anew, drove us across the Midwest's

industrial landscapes and the vast, flat prairies of Kansas. The trip was

imbued with a mixture of nervousness and anticipation, my mind dancing

between what was left behind and the unknown future.

In our limited luggage, I cherished a new clock radio, a P’jammer,

advertised as the quintessential accessory of a teenage girl’s room. It

symbolized my envisioned transformation into a carefree, popular teen.

Alongside it, I found comfort in a spiral notebook, capturing thoughts and

playing MASH with Betsy during the journey.

Throughout the trip, NPR filled the car with a constant soundtrack, but

occasionally, I'd switch to my Walkman to lose myself in tapes. Music held a

private significance for me, often misunderstood or perfectly interpreted by

my mother, both experiences making me uncomfortable. Once, I shared a

Bon Jovi ballad with her, only to have her decipher it as an anthem of

farewell to our old life—an insight both revealing and unsettling.

Upon arriving in Colorado, the unfamiliar mountains seemed almost

artificial, adding to my apprehensions about finding a home in this new

place. Boulder’s streets, previously studied on maps, now unfolded before
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me, offering potential routes to traverse and new beginnings still shrouded in

uncertainty.

The new house, organized with the help of my uncle Robert and aunt

Marcie—whom I always saw as my mother’s glamorous and adventurous

counterparts—was different from the home I’d imagined. The reality of it

stirred mixed emotions as my rooms seemed stark against the vivid future I

had envisioned from photographs taken by my mother. 

Our first moments in Boulder were overwhelming. Robert, embodying the

preppy yet outdoorsy essence of the area, walked us through practicalities

while I longed for solitude to explore my surroundings. As soon as I could, I

retreated to my room to arrange the P’jammer and tune into a new life

soundtrack.

The initial days were a blend of exploration, nostalgia, and growing pains as

I adjusted to the distinct smell of Colorado evenings and the K-prefixed

radio stations that underscored my new normal. The emotional landscape

was equally volatile, marked by early signs of later turbulence in my

relationship with my mother, her drinking, and my rebellious nature.

Settling into unfamiliar routines, I realized that even with possessions like

the P’jammer that were meant to elevate my spirit, I was navigating an

overwhelming void of what was once familiar. Nighttime offered little
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solace, yet had rhythmic moments of comfort as my mother, attempting to

ease the transition, rubbed my back—a rare display of our fragile connection

amid our lives' upheaval.

Thus began my journey westward, a quest for reinvention as a "normal

teenager," flanked by echoes of a life left behind and a growing awareness of

the complexities that awaited in this next chapter.
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Chapter 6 Summary: The Mind–Body Problem

Chapter 6 of the narrative explores the intricate relationship between a

 mother and daughter, focusing on themes of body image, self-perception,

and the quest for identity. The chapter begins with a candid confession from

the mother, who expresses a belief that she would only be loved for her

mind, not her body. This declaration serves as a catalyst for the narrator, a

fifteen-year-old girl, to reflect on her own insecurities and the complex

dynamics within her family regarding physical appearance.

As the daughter reflects on her mother's statement, she recalls childhood

memories that highlight a familial preoccupation with body image,

particularly concerning the stomach. An anecdote involving her aunt Marcie

reveals the tension she felt when others criticized her mother's body,

prompting a strong sense of loyalty and a visceral need to protect her. This

familial focus on physical flaws is presented against the backdrop of the

mother’s understated beauty, which is acknowledged by others, though she

remains unaware of it herself.

The daughter's internal conflict is further complicated by her experience of

moving to a new place, Boulder, where she undergoes a radical

transformation from a "good girl" to a "bad one." This rebellion is an

experiment in identity, helping her discover and test different facets of her

personality. However, she also recognizes that this transformation has its
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limits, teaching her how to create a façade rather than embrace her true self.

The narrative delves deeper into the girl's struggle with body image,

emphasizing her developing obsession with thinness as she compares herself

to a swim team member. This fixation represents a significant shift, marking

the beginning of a pathological focus on her physical appearance. The

chapter captures the rituals she adopts to maintain this ideal, such as

carefully monitoring her food intake and savoring her ability to exert control

over her desires.

The daughter's introspection is intertwined with her curiosity about her

mother’s intellectual pursuits. She explores her mother's past by examining

college papers and reading her contemporary reading list, which includes

titles like "The Mind–Body Problem" and "Two Girls, Fat and Thin." These

books symbolize the daughter's ongoing struggle to reconcile the connection

between mental and physical self-identity.

Significant too is a moment of physical intimacy, or lack thereof, where the

mother helps her daughter with a tampon—an event highlighting the

daughter's discomfort with her own body and evolving sexuality. This

incident speaks to the broader tension between the body's demands and the

mind's reluctance to confront them.

The narrative also revisits family history, touching on the mother's
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relationship with her own parents, Grack and B.J. Through descriptions of

shared traditions and family dynamics, the daughter begins to see her

mother's struggles with body image as part of a generational legacy rooted

both in familial influence and environmental factors, such as chemical

exposure in Michigan.

As the chapter closes, these reflections on the mind and body are framed by

the daughter’s experiences in her teenage years and tied to moments spent

with her family. The two books, emblematic of the daughter’s enduring

issues, promise a journey of understanding that extends beyond the dualities

suggested by their titles—inviting readers to contemplate the intricate dance

between intelligence, physicality, and identity.

Theme/Concept Description

Mother's
Confession

The mother believes she is loved for her mind, not her body. This
confession prompts the daughter to explore her own insecurities.

Family Focus on
Body Image

Recollections highlight a family preoccupation with physical
appearance, specifically the stomach, and the tension surrounding
body criticism.

Mother's
Understated
Beauty

Despite being acknowledged by others, the mother is unaware of
her own beauty.

Identity Crisis
and
Transformation

Moving to Boulder triggers the daughter's transformation and
rebellion, leading her to explore different aspects of her personality.

Obsession with The daughter becomes fixated on being thin, initiating rituals to
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Theme/Concept Description

Thinness monitor and control her food intake.

Intellectual
Exploration

The daughter explores her mother's intellectual world through
college papers and books, linking mental and physical self-identity.

Physical
Intimacy and
Discomfort

The mother helps her daughter with a tampon, highlighting the
daughter's discomfort with her body and sexuality.

Family History
and
Generational
Legacy

The family's history, including the mother's relationship with Grack
and B.J., ties body image struggles to generational and
environmental factors.

Books
Symbolizing
Personal
Struggle

The daughter's interest in "The Mind–Body Problem" and "Two
Girls, Fat and Thin" reflects her quest to understand the link
between intelligence, physicality, and identity.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The quest for identity amid familial body image issues can

inspire

Critical Interpretation: Navigating the complex journey of

self-discovery, particularly when entrenched in familial norms around

body image, presents an opportunity for you to redefine your own

identity outside of inherited standards. By reflecting critically on the

societal and familial expectations placed on physical appearance and

self-worth, you can embark on a transformative path toward

embracing individuality. Just as the daughter uses her mother's

intellectual pursuits to reassess and forge her sense of self, you too can

find empowerment in questioning inherited beliefs. This encourages

you to cultivate your own narrative, one that defies conventional

constraints, allowing you to reconcile the duality between mental

perception and physical reality. Through this process, you can

discover a version of yourself unbound by external validation or

generational biases, ultimately finding strength in carving out an

identity that truly resonates with your unique essence.
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Chapter 7 Summary: The Walk

Chapter 7: The Walk

The chapter opens with a reflection on the narrator's parents and their

relationship. The narrator recalls how her father had been captivated by her

mother's intellect from the moment they met during a New Year's Eve

celebration in 1967, a time of new beginnings both personally and

historically. This memory segues into the narrator's musings about her

parents' past, specifically the letters her father wrote to her mother prior to

their marriage. These letters, never read but seen in the attic, symbolize the

love story that once was, contrasting with the current reality of divorce.

The narrative transitions to a visit with the narrator's father in Michigan,

where he has remarried a woman named Donna, who has three daughters of

her own. They are staying at Donna's summer cottage by a lake while a new

house is under construction. This setting is painted with a sense of rural

simplicity, dotted with radio and TV towers that spark memories of the

father's past as a radio broadcaster.

The visit evokes mixed emotions in the narrator. Her father's new life with

Donna is both familiar and unsettling. There's a sense of nostalgia

intertwined with the inevitable changes brought by the divorce. The narrator,
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accustomed to her mother's precarious financial situation, is acutely aware of

the material differences between the two households.

Donna stands in stark contrast to the narrator's mother, having worked her

way through school and holding more traditional views on indulgence. This

new family dynamic is challenging for the narrator, who feels a mix of

admiration and resentment toward Donna. She observes her father's attempts

to adapt to Donna's expectations, like performing household chores, as

evidence of his loss and submission following the divorce.

The chapter details the narrator's interaction with her new stepsisters, with

whom she shares summer days. The contrast between the different

personalities of Laura, Erin, and Jessica highlights the tension in blending

families. Jessica's fierce independence and refusal to speak to her own father

after the divorce unnerves the narrator, stirring feelings she hadn't

confronted towards her own father.

Amidst these familial interactions, the narrator embarks on a personal

journey of self-discovery. She grapples with body image and control, using

the scale as a measure of her worth, a pattern that began during the summer

in Michigan. This obsession with weight reflects a deeper struggle for

control amidst the chaotic restructuring of her family life.

The narrative shifts to an evening walk around the lake with her father and
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Donna, a microcosm of the larger family dynamics. The walk, imbued with

nighttime tranquility and familial tension, becomes a metaphor for the

narrator's desire for familial unit restoration post-divorce. The narrator feels

a sense of belonging and comfort in reverting to the familiar patterns of her

father's behavior, despite their dysfunction.

Ultimately, the chapter captures the convergence of past and present,

familial love and loss, and the narrator's emerging sense of self amidst these

complexities. It weaves personal introspection with broader themes of

change, identity, and the enduring impact of family bonds.
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Chapter 8: Stomachs

In Chapter 8 titled "Stomachs," we dive into a complex exploration of the

 protagonist’s encounter with anorexia, presenting a vivid portrayal of a

journey through adolescence compounded by the struggles of body image.

Upon returning to Boulder for the summer, the narrator experiences a

physical transformation often romanticized in young adult novels as a

passage into maturity—though in her case, it is marked by a dangerous

descent into anorexia. 

The chapter begins with the narrator's return to Boulder, healthier in the eyes

of societal standards due to weight loss. A visit from her great-uncle Dick,

who is refined and works as a designer in New York, brings an approval that

she relishes when he praises her appearance. However, her mother, aware of

deeper issues at play, reacts with concern rather than encouragement.

As the narrative progresses, interactions with her mother and a family friend,

Marcie, highlight concern about her weight. Despite attempts to push her

toward healthier habits, such as consuming frozen yogurt, she interprets

these interventions as jealousy. The threat of being sent to a group for eating

disorder support hangs over her as a consequence if she fails to gain weight.

The chapter intricately weaves references to cultural touchstones that

influenced the narrator’s perception of anorexia. Stories of celebrities like
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Karen Carpenter, who suffered and died from anorexia, initially scared yet

fascinated her, leading to complicated feelings of disgust and enchantment.

She had absorbed these narratives, feeling both superior and ashamed in her

secretive descent.

On the eve of her junior year, she crafts a list of ambitions anchored in

appearing confident and mature, reflecting a desire to construct a new

identity. Her home life complicates matters further—her relationship with

food is discussed against the backdrop of her mother’s peculiar eating habits,

underpinning the dysfunctional family dynamics around food and body

image.

Through graphic and emotional bathroom scenes, the text captures her

compulsive need for thinness, detecting bliss in dangerous thinness akin to

the enticing early stages of addiction. Her story becomes a stark

conversation between past and future selves, as the wistful present

contemplates warning her younger self about the physical and psychological

damage anorexia would unleash.

Her relationship with her mother deteriorates further, marked by moments of

confrontation about body perception. The narrative highlights a profound

separation from her mother, each wrapped in their towels, creating a visceral

and symbolic image of their mutual otherness and non-comprehension.
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Despite the pressures, she cultivates a body she perceives as the perfect

transition between childhood and adolescence, one marked by societal

ideals. At the pool, she revels in the admiration she receives, equating her

anorexic body with newfound confidence and worth. It represents an

ambivalent sexualization—a desire to be admired but not desired.

The chapter concludes with a reflective note on her mother's words, hinting

at a nascent awareness of the psychological dimension of her struggles. The

protagonist’s journey through Chapter 8 of "Stomachs" is thus a haunting

exploration of the allure and destructiveness of anorexia, set against the

broader tapestry of societal norms, family relationships, and the quest for

identity.
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Chapter 9 Summary: Artifacts

The chapter, "Artifacts," delves into the nostalgia and self-reflection of the

 narrator as she recalls the fall of her junior year in high school. This period

is described as a golden era filled with vivid memories that became an ideal

she longed to return to during the following years. The narrator's

retrospective journey highlights the convergence of key experiences that

shaped her adolescence.

The season begins with cherished moments like the first football game of the

year, mirroring a time of innocence and joy with friends. There is a

particular focus on her infatuation with Cord, a senior with an aura of

confidence and rumored romantic ties to actress Amanda Peterson. Their

shared moments, whether on stage during the school play "David and Lisa"

or in his car, represent a burgeoning connection filled with youthful

discovery and unspoken desires. Cord's easy charisma and their shared

silences foster a feeling of belonging for the narrator, a stark contrast to the

previous timidity she had felt.

As the narrative progresses, the narrator reflects on the evolving nature of

her self-perception. She recounts how, years later, she unearthed a vivid

account of a playful yet suggestive encounter with Cord during rehearsals,

recorded in her cedar chest. This act of preservation underscores a desire to

capture not only idyllic memories but also complex, formative episodes.
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These artifacts become tangible connections to her past self, revealing a

tension between the idealized past and the realities of her present.

This chapter also delves into the narrator's internal conflict over her body

image and the onset of binge eating—a time when external appearances

masked deeper insecurities. This struggle is intertwined with her social

interactions, aspirations, and the image she projected to others during

college, where she crafted stories of her high school exploits as a means of

identity formation.

Overall, "Artifacts" portrays a poignant exploration of adolescence marked

by moments of romance, self-discovery, and the creation of identity through

storytelling. The narrator's reflections highlight the interplay between

memory, perception, and the continual reinvention of self. As she revisits

this significant season, she grapples with the realization that her narrative,

shaped by biases and selective recollection, remains an incomplete yet

impactful testament to who she was and who she has become.

Aspect Description

Nostalgia and
Self-Reflection

The narrator reminisces about her junior year, a time depicted as a
golden era rich with cherished memories and self-exploration.

Key
Experiences

Reflecting on shared moments like the first football game and her
infatuation with Cord, these experiences shape the narrator's
adolescence.
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Aspect Description

Cord - Love
Interest

Cord, a senior with charisma, becomes a significant figure,
symbolizing youthful discovery and connection amid the backdrop of a
school play and car drives.

Artifacts
Preservation

Discovery of an old account of an encounter with Cord in her cedar
chest. These artifacts signify a longing to retain both idyllic and
complex memories.

Body Image &
Binge Eating

The chapter addresses the narrator's struggles with body image and
binge eating, contributing to her social interactions and identity
formation.

Adolescence
& Identity

Explores themes of self-discovery and identity creation through
storytelling, reflecting the tension between past idealization and
present realities.

Memory and
Perception

The narrative explores how memory and perception interplay with
storytelling to form an incomplete yet compelling account of self.

Conclusion

"Artifacts" provides a poignant reflection on the complexities of
adolescence and identity, emphasizing memory and storytelling as
transformative tools.
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Chapter 10 Summary: November 3–5, 1989

Summary:

This chapter follows the intense and emotional experiences of the narrator

during a three-day period in November 1989. It begins with a revelation

from Lisa Tanner that Alexander Martin, a well-liked senior, has developed

an interest in the narrator after seeing her at a fall-preview night. Despite her

strong crush on Cord, she welcomes Alexander's attention, influenced by his

apparent charm and popularity.

Alexander's interest leads to her first kiss during a football game—a moment

she finds bittersweet but relieving due to its casual assumption of her dating

experience. The narrator reflects on this pivotal teenage milestone and the

pressures accompanying it, mentioning a prior experience where she refused

a kiss from another boy instinctively.

As autumn unfolds, the narrator undergoes significant changes in her

attitudes and behaviors. She finds herself eating more than usual and

grappling with the consequences of post-anorexia weight gain. Her struggle

with body image and eating is evident throughout the narrative, illustrating a

complex relationship with food and personal control.
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A half-day Friday kicks off a weekend that marks a turning point for the

narrator, described as the weekend when she "lost power." After eating an

unusually large amount of pizza with Alexander, guilt and shame lead her

into a binge-eating episode at home. This loss of control over food mirrors

her growing confusion about her desires and instincts regarding

relationships.

Saturday evening finds the narrator at a party where she experiments with

alcohol for the first time, aligning with a newfound veneer of rebellion and

freedom. The use of alcohol introduces the "fuck it" logic that persists into

later years, allowing her to indulge in reckless behaviors she once eschewed.

Her attempt to coalesce these experiences with a sense of belonging is

intricately tied to her developing youth identity.

The story continues at another party, where the narrator performs an acting

monologue for Cord. Acting provides a sense of sincere escape for her,

contrasting with the void that binge eating presents in her life. The party

momentarily elevates her self-worth until she discovers that Alexander has

kissed another girl. However, she quickly shifts her focus when a police

warning interrupts the event, injecting real-world consequences into her

otherwise fully immersive teenage adventure.

The chapter culminates in a dramatic encounter with a police officer outside

a Dairy Queen. Though the officer merely calls her mother rather than
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arresting her, the experience leaves the narrator feeling paradoxically special

and exposed. The interaction highlights her deteriorating relationship with

her mother, who is unaware of the depth of the narrator's struggles with

identity and self-worth. Through this whirlwind weekend, the complex

dynamics of adolescence, exploration, and the pressures of familial

expectations are poignantly depicted.

Content
Heading Content Summary

Lisa Tanner's
Revelation

Lisa informs the narrator of Alexander Martin's interest, despite her
crush on another, Cord.

First Kiss The narrator shares her first kiss with Alexander at a football game
and reflects on its significance.

Body Image
Struggles

She faces challenges with post-anorexia weight gain, impacting her
relationship with food and control.

Pivotal Weekend Goes through a 'lost power' weekend, marked by overeating guilt
and an evolution in lifestyle choices.

Alcohol and
"Fuck It" Logic

Undergoes a transformation into rebellion, experimenting with
alcohol and altering behavior.

Acting and
Self-expression

Uses an acting monologue to connect with Cord; finds momentary
self-worth through drama.

Alexander's
Disloyalty

Deals with Alexander kissing another girl at a party, shifting her
emotional focus quickly.

Police
Encounter

Interactions with police at Dairy Queen reflect her exposed
relationship and simmering family tensions.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 11 Summary: Winter

In Chapter 11, titled "Winter," we are taken into the introspective world of

 Susan, a high school student grappling with personal struggles amidst the

changing seasons. With the onset of winter, Susan finds herself battling an

uncontrollable urge to eat, a stark contrast to her once meticulous habits that

she now hates herself for abandoning. Her eating becomes a compulsion that

she identifies as "eating bad," a term she uses to express her dissatisfaction

and growing self-loathing. Despite this negativity, the additional weight

makes her appear healthier and more attractive, something she briefly

acknowledges during a night at the Winter Ball with her friend Cord.

However, the next day, her self-perception plummets as she feels heavy and

unhappy.

Susan struggles to articulate her internal turmoil, even when Lance, her

friend, tries to comfort her during a rehearsal for the school musical. She

longs for the vibrant days of September, the peak of her emotional year

marked by sparkling moments with Cord. Now, the vibrancy is replaced

with a dull, depressive state that leaves her unmotivated. In an attempt to

regain some control, Susan finds solace in exercise and writing in her

journal, an assignment from her English teacher Mr. Rothberg, who has

become a significant influence in her life. 

Mr. Rothberg, whom Susan admires deeply, has set the task of journaling to
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encourage self-expression, a task Susan takes to heart with the hope of

finding clarity and voice. Although she fantasizes harmless scenarios

involving him, she ultimately desires to be understood and recognized by

him and others around her. An incident of ditching class catches Mr.

Rothberg's attention, and during a discussion about her journal entries, Susan

realizes she's inadvertently revealed more of herself than intended,

showcasing her issues with drinking, a minor concern compared to her real

struggles. However, the experience showcases her desire to be perceived as

both brilliant and a little rebellious.

Beside her complex relationship with food and self-image, Susan's family

experiences tension. Her mother's relationship with Bruce distances the

family, leaving Susan feeling isolated and sullen, which she uses as leverage

against her mother in arguments. One such confrontation ends with harsh

words exchanged, revealing a strained familial bond and Susan's internal

conflict. In maintaining a facade at school, she hides her turmoil, finding

temporary redemption in swimming and exercise, which offer an escape

from her self-destructive cycle.

Exercise proves to be Susan's sanctuary, providing a sense of control and

alleviating her self-critical thoughts, despite underlying issues of compulsion

and body image insecurity exacerbated by a coach's insensitive remarks.

This chapter explores Susan’s coping mechanisms—eating, writing,

exercise—and how they act as foundations for dealing with depression and
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self-identity challenges. These rituals become her way of navigating life, a

reflection on how familiar patterns, for better or worse, form the basis of

managing her emotions and adolescence struggles.
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Chapter 12: Acting

The chapter "Acting" is set against the backdrop of a summer acting

 program at Northwestern University that the protagonist, Susan, eagerly

attends. She has long anticipated this opportunity, hoping not only to hone

her acting skills but also to address personal issues like body image and

eating habits. As a high school senior, Susan’s journey is not only academic

and artistic but also deeply personal.

The acting program divides participants into groups to perform different

plays, and Susan is tasked with the lead female role of Blair in "Less Than

Zero." The program is intense, with its rigorous schedule reminiscent of a

medical school or cult. A particular focus is placed on understanding and

becoming aware of one's body, though Susan finds the exercises simplistic.

The motto of the program is to "commit to the gesture," which Susan takes

to heart.

Susan confronts an emotionally charged acting exercise where participants

are questioned in an effort to break down barriers and reveal vulnerabilities.

While others, like Amanda and Tim, display their vulnerability, Susan is

hesitant. She resolves to keep parts of her identity, particularly her

insecurities about her body and family dynamics, to herself. Susan’s struggle

in these exercises highlights her internal conflict between the desire to

connect and the instinct to protect herself.
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Her reservations stem from personal issues such as her parents’ divorce and

her evolving identity as a young woman. She debates whether opening up is

worth the emotional exposure, ultimately deciding to remain guarded.

Although she later regrets not taking the risk, she reflects that her decision to

withhold was akin to her broader tendency toward self-containment.

The program culminates in a performance of "Less Than Zero," during

which Susan's father and sister come to see her. Nervous about her father

witnessing a scene where she kisses a boy, she is relieved when he focuses

on her stage smoking instead. Her father’s reaction is tactful, recognizing the

changes in her without making her uncomfortable. This moment underscores

the complex relationship between Susan and her father, where she seeks his

approval and strives to present herself as he expects.

After the program, Susan spends time with her father, reflecting on their

relationship. Her father shares memories of his own youthful indiscretions,

cautioning against drugs and smoking but appearing oblivious to Susan’s

deeper struggles. Their interactions highlight Susan's desire to maintain her

father's idealized perception of her, and the relief she feels that her father is

not privy to the complexities of her daily life in Boulder.

The chapter portrays a poignant coming-of-age moment for Susan, as she

navigates her identity amid familial expectations, personal insecurities, and
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societal pressures. Her experiences at the acting program and with her father

highlight her internal struggle between vulnerability and self-preservation,

leaving her pondering the risks and rewards of revealing her authentic self.
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Chapter 13 Summary: Independence

In Chapter 13, titled "Independence," the protagonist navigates the

 challenges of her senior year in high school while dealing with personal

insecurities and family dynamics. As she begins her new job at Alfalfa's, an

upscale organic food store, she finds a sense of relief and momentary

happiness within its vibrant and welcoming environment. This job becomes

a valued aspect of her life, distinct from other humdrum and alienating

experiences at school.

Struggling with disordered eating and social withdrawal, the protagonist

feels disconnected from her friends. Her spirits are lifted when she accepts

an unexpected invitation from Julie Gray, a fellow student whose friendship

becomes a formative bond. Julie represents a newfound connection and

freedom: she is confident, daring, and strikingly different within their peer

group. The protagonist admires Julie not only for her boldness but also for

her embracing of her own physicality, which starkly contrasts with the

protagonist’s insecurities about her body.

As their friendship deepens, the protagonist reflects on the ways Julie

influences her perspective on life and relationships. Julie’s familiarity with

independence, combined with her relaxed approach to life, leaves a profound

impression. Together, they engage in typical teenage

explorations—late-night physics homework, coffee-fueled adventures—that
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provide a sanctuary from mounting pressures. Coffee becomes a newfound

favorite, stimulating and liberating, far more so than alcohol, and symbolic

of her desire for independence.

However, despite these bursts of joy and freedom, the protagonist continues

to grapple with internal turmoil. At home, familial relationships are strained,

rooted in the backdrop of her parent's divorce and her mother's

unacknowledged struggles. Her younger sister, Betsy, represents another

kind of familial discord, longing for stability that once seemed assured in

their conventional, nuclear family life. The protagonist’s self-destructive

eating habits punctuate these tensions, and she finds herself caught between

longing for connection and indulging in actions that isolate her further.

The chapter portrays themes of adolescence, the pursuit of identity and

independence, and the yearning for genuine connection amidst familial and

personal conflict. Alfalfa's and the relationship with Julie Gray symbolize

brief refuges. Meanwhile, the protagonist reconciles with her sense of self

amid the evolving landscape of adolescence, complete with its struggles and

small triumphs, highlighting the nitty-gritty of teenage life and the quest for

individual freedom.

Aspect Details

Chapter Title Independence

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Aspect Details

Setting Senior year, high school, family environment

New Job Alfalfa's, an upscale organic food store

Relationships Disconnect from friends; new friendship with Julie Gray

Julie Gray Confident and daring, becomes a formative influence

Themes Adolescence, identity, independence, genuine connection

Protagonist's
Challenges Disordered eating, family discord, personal insecurities

Family Dynamics Parents' divorce, mother's struggles, Betsy's longing for
stability

Symbolism Alfalfa's and Julie as refuges; coffee as independence

Main Conflict Navigating self and identity amidst personal and familial
turmoil
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Chapter 14 Summary: College Tour

In Chapter 14, titled "College Tour," the narrator grapples with her mother's

 growing drinking problem, an issue that evokes a deep emotional response

reminiscent of childhood fears when her mother fell ill. This chapter

illuminates the narrator's gradual realization of her mother's dependency on

alcohol and how it evoked feelings of helplessness and fear. Her

observations of wine bottles piling in recycling bins and memories of her

mother’s earlier drinking episodes, such as one during a family visit to

Florida, reveal the development of the problem over the years. The narrator

also draws parallels between her own hidden life and that of her mother's,

both striving to maintain a facade of functionality while battling inner

demons.

This revelation reaches a poignant climax when the narrator recalls a

confrontation with her mother over a trash bag filled with beer cans,

highlighting the parent-child role reversal where the daughter becomes the

caretaker. The chapter moves into a reflective tone as we learn about her

mother's journey towards sobriety, originating from a place of personal

despair during a turbulent time in her marriage, aligning with her husband's

affair.

In the latter half of the chapter, the narrator recounts a college tour with her

mother. They travel through the New England landscape, exploring potential
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colleges, and rekindle a bond reminiscent of simpler, happier times when

they toured Andover together years prior. These moments serve as a

temporary return to their "old selves," offering a brief escape from the

strained reality back home.

Their tour culminates with a visit to Yale, a significant location steeped in

family history, as it was where her parents met. This brings about a sense of

continuity and connection to her family's past. This backdrop allows her to

imagine her parents as young students, rendering their adult struggles more

comprehensible.

In essence, this chapter delicately balances the dual narrative of facing

familial issues and feeling hope for the future through educational

aspirations, all while grappling with personal and shared histories that

ultimately shape one's identity.
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Chapter 15 Summary: Secrets

In Chapter 15 of this narrative, the protagonist navigates the complexities of

 high school life, friendship, and personal struggles in Boulder. Swim season

begins, creating a sense of routine amidst early mornings and camaraderie

among teammates. Julie Gray, a fellow swimmer, shares the protagonist's

world, and her graceful presence evokes admiration. However, inner turmoil

regarding food and self-image creates tension, as the protagonist grapples

with an obsession for control over eating habits, whether it's embracing

veganism or working at Alfalfa's, a health-focused grocery store that offers a

mix of reality and fantasy of personal transformation through dietary

choices.

Julie becomes a central figure in the protagonist's life, a friendship laced

with emotional depth and unspoken yearnings. Despite the protagonist's

struggles, she cherishes the moments they share, like coffee outings at

Brillig, a local hangout. Conversations at Brillig reveal personal insecurities

and the lingering affection for Cord, an old romantic interest. Julie's

presence is comforting yet challenging, as the protagonist feels like a

secondary friend compared to Julie's best friend, Eden, underscoring a theme

of longing for exclusivity and genuine connection.

The chapter delves into the protagonist's introspection, as she navigates her

secret feelings for Julie, likening them to those of a crush. These emotions
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bring both fear and curiosity, prompting a contemplation of identity and

same-sex attraction—a topic explored through Seventeen magazine's advice

columns. The confusion is met with societal norms and personal curiosity

about the complexity of attraction and intimacy, highlighting the internal

struggle of acknowledging her feelings versus conforming to perceived

norms.

While marching against Operation Desert Storm brings a brief sense of

purpose, ultimately, the chapter illustrates how eating and the desire for

control dominate the protagonist's life. This compulsion reflects broader

societal pressures on young women to focus on appearance over character,

capturing the all-consuming nature of body image issues during adolescence.

The chapter paints a poignant picture of a young woman's battle with

identity, friendship, and the desire for transformation amidst the backdrop of

high school life, capturing the nuances of personal growth and

self-discovery.
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Chapter 16: The Obsession

Chapter 16, "The Obsession," delves into the struggle of the protagonist,

 Susan, as she battles her eating disorder and the complex dynamics with her

mother, who also deals with addiction. This chapter intricately weaves

themes of isolation, self-loathing, and the desperate search for normalcy

against the backdrop of suburban life.

Susan's battle with binge eating is portrayed through late-night raids on her

kitchen, which are compulsive acts rooted in a deep sense of dissatisfaction

and self-disgust. These scenes highlight not only her internal turmoil but

also the fragmented relationship with her mother, whose presence is

simultaneously desired and resented. Both women engage in behaviors that

society labels as "substance abuse," reflecting the broader theme of coping

mechanisms that serve as temporary escapes but cause long-term harm.

The narrative takes a turn as Susan considers seeking help from the Boulder

Women's Clinic, a place she hopes might offer a lifeline. However, a

thwarted phone call—answered by a janitor instead of a counselor—serves

as both a literal and symbolic barrier to recovery, illustrating the obstacles

often faced when reaching out for support.

The chapter introduces Julie, a friend whose own vague struggles mirror

Susan's secretive behavior. Their conversations reveal the societal pressure
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on young women to present a façade of control and perfection, even as they

grapple with complex personal issues. Susan's relationship with Julie is

marked by the tension between wanting intimacy and fearing vulnerability,

themes that resonate with many coming-of-age narratives.

Feminist theory is subtly introduced through Susan's purchase of "The

Obsession: Reflections on the Tyranny of Slenderness," a book that offers an

intellectual framework for understanding her disorder. This text shifts

Susan's perception from one of self-blame to a broader critique of societal

norms and expectations regarding female bodies.

In school, Susan's talent for writing is acknowledged by Mr. Briggs, her

physics teacher. His encouragement serves as a rare moment of validation in

her tumultuous life, yet it also underscores her internal conflict—her ability

to excel academically is undermined by her chaotic personal life.

The chapter culminates in a poignant scene at home, where Susan's eating

habits again conflict with her mother's presence. Her desperation for

solitude, necessary for indulging her disorder, contrasts sharply with her

mother's casual intrusion. This encounter highlights the ongoing cycle of

shame and secrecy that characterizes Susan's life.

Overall, Chapter 16 paints a vivid portrait of a young woman caught in the

grips of an eating disorder, struggling for control and understanding in a
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world that feels both bewildering and judgmental. Through Susan's

introspection and interactions, the narrative explores broader themes of

adolescence, identity, and the quest for self-acceptance.
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Chapter 17 Summary: Late Teen

In Chapter 17, we explore the life of a narrator who is captivated by Julie, a

 friend with a distant older brother named Chris, who is a graduate student in

English residing in Austin. Their journey unfolds as the narrator and Julie

embark on a Texas road trip during spring break, meeting Chris, whose

apartment overflows with books. Instantly, the narrator feels a magnetic

attraction to Chris, which intensifies with anticipation as he plans to spend

summer in Boulder.

As graduation approaches, the narrator's excitement grows, fueled by the

dream that Chris hears her speech, written with him in mind. The thrilling

end to the school year includes youthful antics with Julie, such as pranks and

rebellious fashion choices like skull earrings at prom. Success follows as the

narrator is accepted into Yale, bringing a mix of pride and relief.

Chris attends the graduation, and their interaction breeds hope in the

narrator. As summer unfolds, a trio forms; they spend time eating out,

watching movies, and enjoying each other's company. Despite Julie's playful

inquiry into whether the narrator minds Chris' presence, the latter's affection

for him is apparent.

A distinct episode during a concert reveals Julie's tendency to overindulge,

ultimately leading to the narrator in a caretaker role, a contrast to her usual
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youthful detachment. Through this lens, the narrator contemplates Julie’s

reckless abandon, acknowledging personal moments of vulnerability.

Returning home, the narrator’s struggle with an eating disorder surfaces. An

internal battle erupts as she succumbs to binge eating, driven by stress and

internal turmoil. Trapped in this cycle, she reflects on her condition and

imagines herself under constant observation, signifying her deep-seated

self-consciousness.

The story progresses with Julie's 18th birthday, marked by a contemplative

outing with Chris and the narrator on family-owned mountain land.

Discussions on age ensue, dissecting milestones like 18, 21, and the "late

teen" experience—a stage unnamed yet profound in its transitional nature.

The ensuing relationship with Chris is both alluring and sobering for the

narrator. Her first night with Chris brings a rush of desire, a longing that

momentarily quells her food obsession. Despite this newfound connection,

the narrator grapples with the complex nature of their relationship—quickly

dismissing her initial euphoria and its eventual inconsistencies.

As the narrative unfolds, Chris embodies a mix of illicit excitement and

security, a dynamic unshared with Julie to protect her feelings. Their

romance develops with speed, introducing the narrator to facets of adulthood

while exposing her vulnerabilities, especially regarding sex—a realm where
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pleasure remains elusive amidst her inexperience and struggles with

self-image.

The chapter introduces a distressing potential pregnancy scare, driving the

narrator towards her mother for support. Her mother's disappointment is

palpable, underscoring the gravity of the narrator’s perceived

irresponsibility. Visits to the gynecologist conclude with relief but bring to

light contrasting emotions, from defiance during examinations to familial

tensions.

Throughout these experiences, the narrator continues to navigate the

challenges of self-worth, relationships, and identity, seeking solace in the

intellectual exchange with Chris, yet battling her inner demons. In this

tapestry of adolescent turmoil, the chapter delves into themes of longing,

belonging, and the perilous journey toward self-discovery amidst the

backdrop of late-teen experiences.
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Chapter 18 Summary: Leaving

Chapter 18: Leaving 

This chapter presents a turning point in the protagonist's life, capturing the

emotional complexities as she prepares to leave for college. Set in a small,

mountain town, the protagonist goes to dinner with her mother at a

Himalayan restaurant. Dressed in a scoop-neck top and a khaki skirt, she

experiences a moment of self-acceptance, recognizing how proper fitting

clothes enhance her appearance—a symbolic step toward

self-acknowledgment.

The dinner conversation touches on the bittersweet farewell with Chris, a

significant person in her life, offering insights into her tumultuous

relationships and family dynamics. Her mother's approval of her course

choices at Yale becomes a point of encouragement that underscores the

protagonist's gratitude for her parents, despite their complex marital history

involving their strained interactions, hinting at a past where communication

was fraught with tension and emotional restraint.

As they dine, the protagonist observes her mother ordering multiple glasses

of wine, a habit signaling a deeper underlying issue with alcohol. This

reveals her mother's vulnerability and the protagonist's sense of
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responsibility. The meal becomes a poignant moment of realization, where

she acknowledges the similarities and contrasts between her own secret

struggles and her mother's dependencies, leading to an uneasy awareness of

their shared but unspoken challenges.

On the last night before leaving for college, the protagonist meets her high

school friend Julie Gray. Their conversation alludes to the protagonist’s past

relationship with Chris and the lingering complexities. The nostalgia and

lingering emotional ties are met with unresolved feelings of shame and

secrecy about her past behaviors, which continue to affect her even a decade

later. Their friendship wavers between past connections and the unspoken

present.

The chapter concludes with the day of her departure to New Haven for Yale.

Her mother's morning vitality starkly contrasts the previous night's scene of

weakness, symbolizing her ability to project composure despite internal

struggles. As they reach the airport, the protagonist sees Anna Wood with

her family, highlighting a stark difference in familial closeness and support.

This moment crystallizes her awareness of life milestones, marking the

intersection of her personal journey with broader cultural narratives of

growing up and leaving home.

Despite the significant transition represented by her departure, the

protagonist grapples with a sense of emotional numbness and preoccupation
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with personal struggles, such as her eating issues. These internal conflicts

overshadow the excitement of beginning a new life chapter. As she boards

the plane, echoes of her family’s past and her inner turmoil linger, setting the

stage for her journey toward self-discovery and independence at college.
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Chapter 19 Summary: Kasha

In this chapter, the protagonist reflects on her experience transitioning from

 the West to the East Coast for her studies at Yale. Coming from Boulder,

Colorado, her identity becomes closely tied to her origins, much to the

amusement of her classmates, who often stereotype her as the quintessential

"Boulder girl." Embracing this identity, she adopts a distinct style, complete

with thick gray socks, Birkenstocks, and turquoise jewelry, which she finds

appealing to her peers. 

As she navigates her new environment, the protagonist explores various food

establishments around campus, creating a habitual circuit to satisfy her

complex relationship with food. Her battle with an eating disorder intensifies

at Yale, revealing that geographical change does little to alleviate her

struggles. Despite her attempts to manage her eating habits, she finds herself

secretly indulging in muffins and other comfort foods, often having to

fabricate excuses for her purchases.

In an effort to regain control and a sense of self, the protagonist finds solace

in certain places, such as the L&B Room in the library and East Rock, a

natural outcropping that offers her a momentary escape and perspective.

However, her disordered eating and the need for privacy persist, clashing

with the communal nature of college life.
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Socially, she manages to blend into her surroundings, forming friendships

and getting involved in activities such as the Yale Dramat and working on a

paper about "The Odyssey." Her freshman year is punctuated by moments of

joy and connection, including a surprise birthday party orchestrated by her

new best friend, Sheva. 

Sheva, an artistic and charismatic peer, captures the essence of their group in

a comic strip for The Yale Herald. In this strip, the protagonist masquerades

as "Kasha," a character emblematic of her college persona. Kasha, portrayed

as carefree and quintessentially Boulder, embodies the image the protagonist

projects but feels is a performance.

Ultimately, the protagonist grapples with the duality of her identity: the

external image she projects and the internal turmoil she endures. As Kasha,

she constructs a social façade that allows her to navigate her college

experience, masking her eating disorder and reinventing herself in a new

setting. Despite this, her struggles remain deeply embedded, echoing her

past experiences and highlighting the persistent challenge of reconciling her

self-perception with her public persona.
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Chapter 20: 7M

The narrative centers around a college freshman navigating her struggles

 with an eating disorder while attending Yale University in 1991. This

introspective journey is marked by her attempts to understand her condition

through reading, reflecting on societal perceptions, and comparing her

experiences with those of others.

Initially, the protagonist finds all the library's eating disorder books checked

out, suspecting they were borrowed by the same person. This sparks

curiosity about fellow sufferers and empathy for the girls whose issues are

trivialized. She resents institutional attempts to manage the problem, such as

locking bathroom doors to prevent purging and questions the effectiveness

of such measures.

She finds solace in a cubicle on the secluded 7M floor of the library,

surrounded by stories of women from prestigious universities like Yale and

Harvard who struggled with anorexia and bulimia. She particularly relates to

Caroline's memoir, which doesn't just document recovery but immerses her

in the turmoil she recognizes and identifies with.

Her eating disorder isolates her from others, despite living in a vibrant

academic environment. As she seeks comfort in secretive food binges and

travels around New Haven, she observes Yale's privileged detachment from
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the city's struggles. In these excursions, she feels a connection to the

broader, unshielded world, distinct from the enclosed campus life.

The protagonist commonly dines alone, often avoiding the dormitory dining

halls, preferring places that accommodate her irregular eating habits. Despite

occasional connections with others, like a squash player who also eats

outside the campus routine, she remains acutely aware of the difference

between herself and those who lead more conventional student lives.

Encounters with athletes evoke a yearning to inhabit their disciplined bodies

and experiences. Characters like Berly Thorne, a field hockey player

rumored to have also battled an eating disorder, intensify this longing and

identification when she learns that Berly later becomes a nutritionist.

Her focus soon shifts to the broader discourse around eating disorders

beyond her personal struggle, engaging with cultural critiques and scientific

insights into the rewiring of the brain. She reflects on how such issues

become central to adult identities and careers, as seen in the continued work

of memoir writers like Caroline Miller and Aimee Liu.

As she moves beyond her initial refusal to engage with recovery narratives,

her current self seeks out hope and transformation, focusing not just on the

struggle but on the path to overcoming it. Now drawn to stories of healing,

she exhibits a matured perspective that desires resolution and renewal
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beyond ongoing obsession. This marks a significant shift from a past where

she avoided hopeful endings, underscoring a desire for change and a hunger

for closure.
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Chapter 21 Summary: Body Image

Chapter 21: Body Image Summary

The chapter begins with Susan Burton waiting for a taxi outside her dorm at

Silliman to catch a flight home for Christmas break, accompanied by her

friend, Rachel. Despite the early hour and uncertainty about whether they'd

make their flight, they informally celebrate with drinks, embodying a

nonchalant, carefree spirit. Susan's trip is a journey back to her past, marked

by a layover at O’Hare Airport, a childhood transfer point between her

divorced parents. However, she is overshadowed by self-doubt and

self-awareness regarding her body image, a recurring theme throughout the

chapter.

On the flight to Denver, Susan reflects on her insecurities and how she had

hoped college would transform her into someone her old friends would

admire. Instead, she grapples with the fear that her physical appearance will

elicit judgment, projecting an outward bravado to mask her inner turmoil.

The narrative revisits earlier moments with friends, including a revealing

telephone call with Betsy, who uncannily notices Susan's physical changes

from a photograph. This provokes Susan's enduring struggle with body

image. She recollects her childhood fear of transformation, likening her
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current feelings to the fear she experienced watching a father morph into a

sheepdog in the film *The Shaggy D.A.*. This metaphor underscores her

sense of helplessness and transformation from within, with no magical

remedy to revert to her original self.

During a visit home in Boulder, Susan experiences crushing social

encounters that highlight the weight of her altered perception. A meeting

with Mr. Rothberg goes unnoticed by him, symbolically suggesting her

internal feeling of invisibility and longing for recognition. Meanwhile,

receiving underwear in a new size from her mother on Christmas accentuates

her humiliation and detachment from her former identity.

Body image is further explored as a theme with both societal and personal

implications. Susan's weight gain alters how she perceives herself and

believes others perceive her, leading to challenging realizations about her

body as a manifestation of her inner conflict. While initially rejecting the

concept of "body image" as superficial, she recognizes its relevance,

understanding that her larger body, though different from her past self,

doesn't solely define her.

The chapter transitions to Susan's second semester, where she adopts a

lighter academic load, ostensibly to focus on her health. Her attempt to

participate in a campus play becomes an insurmountable hurdle due to her

acute self-consciousness, leading her to retreat from acting, which she used
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to express herself physically. She instead turns to writing, a medium

allowing her introspection and emotional expression without confronting her

physical self.

Susan's writing becomes a vessel for processing her past, particularly her

tumultuous relationship with her father, overshadowing her interactions with

boys and contributing to her identity crisis. Her excursions to New York

offer an escape, where amidst bustling streets, she distances herself from her

collegiate life, temporarily feeling liberated and intellectually engaged.

The chapter concludes with a juxtaposition of daily experiences at Yale.

Susan returns to Silliman in high spirits, only to be reminded of her

unresolved struggles. She encounters Sarah, a roommate involved in a

television segment about body image. Despite recognizing their shared

ordeal, Susan resists joining the conversation, opting instead to run away,

both literally and metaphorically. This incident reveals the dissonance

between public vulnerability and her private battles, ultimately emphasizing

how Susan grapples with identity, body image, and personal fulfillment.

Throughout the chapter, Susan's complex relationship with her body

intertwines with friendships, familial connections, and academic pursuits,

portraying a nuanced journey of self-discovery and acceptance amidst

societal and internal pressures.



Section Summary

Setting the
Scene

Susan Burton departs her dorm for the holiday with Rachel, reflecting a
carefree attitude despite early morning woes.

Emotional
Reflection

Susan's nervousness about returning home exacerbates her struggle
with body image issues, as she revisits childhood memories.

In-flight
Realization

She contemplates college expectations, fearing judgment on her
appearance and masking self-doubt with outward confidence.

Friendship
Dynamics

An insightful call with Betsy and evolving social relations cause Susan
to question her transformation and self-perception.

Metaphoric
Reflection

Comparison to childhood fears of metamorphosis highlights her
internal struggle with an altered self.

Homecoming
Challenges

Return to Boulder illuminates challenges, including feeling unnoticed
and receiving larger clothing from her mother.

Body Image
Exploration

Explores societal and personal implications of body image, realizing it
doesn't solely define her identity.

New
Semester
Adjustments

Focus on health shifts Susan to writing over acting, facilitating
introspection without physical confrontation.

Writing as a
Medium

Writing becomes a tool for processing past relationships and
self-identity crises, providing emotional relief.

Urban
Escapism

Trips to New York provide temporary liberation and intellectual
engagement, away from collegiate pressures.

Resolution
and
Continuation

Ends with Susan back at Yale, dodging public discourse on body
image yet acknowledging her ongoing personal battle.

Thematic
Integration

The chapter highlights Susan's journey of reconciling body image with
her relationships, ambitions, and self-acceptance.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embrace and Challenge Your Senses of Invisibility and

Vulnerability

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, you see Susan wrestling with

her body image and sense of invisibility, something most might relate

to at some points in life. The most crucial insight from Susan's journey

is how her feelings of being unseen propel her towards introspection

and self-discovery. You have a similar power within you—to redefine

who you are based on your perception, not society’s definitions. Just

like Susan eventually channels her vulnerability into writing to

explore her identity, you too can explore creative outlets or

introspective practices to embrace your insecurities and build

resilience. By challenging the belief that your external image defines

you, you empower yourself to discover authenticity and strength that

lies within. Remember, your true self is multi-dimensional, waiting

eagerly for you to see its worth and uniqueness irrespective of external

validation.
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Chapter 22 Summary: Indecision

In Chapter 22, titled "Indecision," the protagonist grapples with a complex

 array of emotions and decisions midway through her freshman year at

college. She is torn by the decision to transfer colleges to room with her

friend Sheva, feeling both an intense connection with Sheva and fear,

perhaps due to the intimacy of their friendship. Her indecision mirrors her

struggle with eating, which becomes a compulsive ritual masking deeper

emotional turmoil.

The protagonist's struggles are portrayed vividly through her evening

routine, comprising lifeguard training at the gym and subsequent bouts of

binge eating across various eateries. This cycle of eating highlights her sense

of numbness and the temporary solace it provides, even though it leaves her

feeling sick and ashamed, illustrating an eating disorder that isn't about food

but about control and emotional distress.

With the turning of academic gears, she confronts her English teacher, which

further inflames her anxiety and avoidance behaviors. This anxiety,

accompanied by an admission of her deteriorating mental health to her

mother, leads to seeking psychiatric help, though even in therapy, she's

reluctant to fully disclose her eating struggles.

A change of environment is proposed when she decides to spend spring
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break with her grandparents in Florida, seeking respite from her internal

chaos. However, the expectation of change during this break remains unmet,

as she encounters another college girl with more visible trauma, which

evokes reflections on her own hidden wounds.

Upon returning to school, she resolutely undoes the college transfer, though

this decision does little to mend the strained relationship with Sheva. This

experience exposes the protagonist as vulnerable to her peers and faculty,

illuminating her ongoing struggles with self-worth and identity.

Throughout the chapter, she imagines revealing her struggles in letters to

Sheva, to fictional future selves, contemplating the societal dictum of "tell

someone." This longing for control over what and how much of herself she

reveals underlines a perpetual internal battle that remains unresolved,

shadowed by fear and a desire for self-improvement.

In retrospect, she recognizes that her freshman year was less about missing

out on the college experience and more about overcoming the

self-destructive cycles she perceived as wasteful. Her reflections reveal a

deeper understanding of her struggle, highlighting the continual balance

between acknowledging her disorder and keeping it concealed, a tension that

persists into her present. The chapter paints a poignant picture of a young

woman's fight to regain control over her life amidst the chaos of unresolved

mental health issues.
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Chapter 23 Summary: Addiction

Chapter 23 explores the theme of addiction through the experiences of two

 central figures, Chewie and Caroline, while also reflecting the author's

personal struggles.

Chewie, a college student from a rural background, finds himself ensnared

by a battle with alcohol addiction after arriving at Silliman College. Known

as the mascot among his football and hockey-playing friends, Chewie

embodies the destructive nature of heavy drinking. This culminates in an

intervention during the junior year, leading to Chewie's departure for

treatment. As friends tenderly bid farewell, the author identifies with

Chewie's predicament, comprehending the allure of addiction and the

challenge of leaving it behind.

Parallel to Chewie's narrative, Caroline portrays her struggle with an eating

disorder as an addiction. The term "fix" resonates with Caroline, who finds

affirmation in equating her compulsive overeating to substance dependence.

The author notes that Caroline's perspective aligns with contemporary views

on eating disorders, recognized increasingly as addictive disorders. During

the author's time at Yale, there was limited discourse on binge eating,

overshadowed by societal focus on body image and cultural pressures. Now,

tools like the Yale Food Addiction Scale help classify pathological eating

behaviors, illuminating the neural underpinnings shared with substance
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dependence.

The chapter further delves into the complexity of eating disorders, which

lack the linear narrative often associated with more traditional addictions.

An eating disorder compels perpetual interaction with food, demanding

balance rather than abstinence. This challenges notions of triumph tied to

addiction recovery, portraying a nuanced struggle where relapse, recovery,

and acceptance interweave.

The author reflects on the scientific and personal implications of labeling

eating disorders as addictions. Despite societal resistance, the author

acknowledges the parallels, feeling an internal dissonance. Their personal

journey includes exploration through scientific literature, noting

advancements in understanding binge-eating disorder. Despite this, the

author maintains skepticism about the simplicity of existing models that may

not encapsulate the intricate dynamics of compulsion and self-awareness.

The chapter concludes by affirming the insidious nature of eating disorder

addiction, capturing the relentless mental and physical cravings, the cycles

of resolve and relapse, and the overarching quest for understanding and

resolution. Through Chewie, Caroline, and personal anecdotes, this chapter

intricately weaves the theme of addiction, illuminating its varied

manifestations and the elusive nature of recovery.



Aspect Description

Chapter Theme Addiction in its various forms, exploring personal experiences and
broader implications.

Characters Chewie and Caroline are the two central figures, reflecting
different forms of addiction.

Chewie's Story Chewie struggles with alcohol addiction, highlighted by an
intervention and subsequent treatment.

Caroline's Story Caroline deals with an eating disorder, paralleling addiction
through compulsive overeating.

Authors' Insights

        - Author relates to Chewie's addiction experience.
        - Caroline's addiction aligns with scientific perspectives on
eating disorders.
        - Reflection on addiction's scientific and personal aspects.
      

Contemporary
Views

Eating disorders increasingly viewed as addictive, despite limited
discourse during the author's Yale tenure.

Complexity of
Eating Disorders

        - Lack traditional addiction narrative.
        - Require balance with food rather than abstinence.
        - Present a nuanced struggle with cycles of relapse and
recovery.
      

Scientific
Reflections

        - Exploration of scientific literature on binge-eating.
        - Skepticism about simplified models of compulsion and
awareness.
      

Conclusion
        - Affirms the insidious nature of eating disorder addiction.
        - Highlights varied manifestations of addiction and elusive
recovery.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Addiction as a Shared Human Struggle

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 23 of 'Empty', you are invited to

empathize deeply with Chewie and Caroline's stories as a reflection of

broader humanity's universal battle against addiction. Chewie's

journey through alcoholism and Caroline's grapple with binge eating

represent the entangled web of temptation, loss, and resilience in

healing from addictive behaviors. This key insight calls you to

perceive addiction beyond stereotypes and model behaviors. It

implores you to embrace the humility of shared human frailty,

recognizing the courage in seeking help and the strength in embracing

vulnerability. As you journey through life, this perspective on

addiction teaches you to advocate compassion, both for yourself and

others, as you encounter the myriad forms of compulsion and the

spectrum of recovery paths that define the essence of being human.
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Chapter 24: Stomachs 2

Chapter 24 of the narrative delves deep into the protagonist’s struggle with

 eating disorders, encapsulating a poignant exploration of the themes of

addiction, isolation, and self-discovery. 

The chapter opens with a vivid scene of the protagonist consuming a

whole-wheat raisin scone in a dimly-lit 7M space, a night filled with a heavy

sense of foreboding. The act of eating, which should have been a simple

task, spirals into a moment of existential dread and self-reflection. The

protagonist grapples with an unprecedented sensation of fullness, triggering

fears of her stomach literally exploding—an anxiety rooted in her disordered

relationship with food.

This intense scene transitions into a broader contemplation on the physical

dangers of eating disorders, painting a grim picture of the very real medical

risks faced by individuals suffering from conditions like bulimia or anorexia.

The protagonist reflects on case studies bathed in clinical language, yet she

perceives an underlying shock and awe in the descriptions, underscoring the

extraordinary nature of these conditions.

In a juxtaposition of extremes, the narrative captures both the destructive

and uplifting power of her eating patterns. While some episodes annihilate

her, others offer a strange form of solace—a semblance of calm and a reset
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to her creative energies. This duality becomes evident when she recounts a

peaceful wintry afternoon in a café, writing contentedly, buoyed by the

comfort of her routine. It's here that she sees Sarah, a roommate dealing with

her own struggles, and feels a profound sense of camaraderie and mutual

understanding in their unspoken battles with body image.

The chapter continues exploring the protagonist's conflicting emotions about

her eating habits. There's a dawning realization that despite their harmful

nature, these episodes fulfill a deeper, almost spiritual need—providing a

refuge, a sense of identity, and an intense privacy she otherwise lacks. The

act of binging becomes a metaphorical space where she can lose herself,

away from the prying eyes of the world.

Yet, the nostalgia for these moments is tinged with unease, as she

acknowledges the disconnection it breeds between her and those around her.

Her eating disorders serve as both a shield and a wall, keeping her isolated

from true connection and understanding. In this isolation, she finds a

semblance of comfort, likened to being an eternal outsider—someone

perpetually standing on the fringes of life, observing, never fully

participating.

Towards the chapter's conclusion, there’s an acknowledgment of the

paradoxical benefits derived from her struggles—privacy, hope, and a surge

of creative energy. However, as she begins to move away from the bingeing
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habits, she faces the challenge of finding new pathways to access those deep,

creative parts of herself, underscoring the complexities of recovery and the

ongoing journey towards self-acceptance and change.
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Chapter 25 Summary: Spring

As freshman year nears its end, a significant event is on the horizon: the

 Around the World cocktail party at Silliman College. This social gathering

carries particular weight for the narrator, who harbors a crush on a boy who,

unbeknownst to her, will become her husband. Their first meeting was

serendipitous, on a bright Saturday morning in the dining hall, bathed in the

early light as each prepared for their respective activities.

The day of the party begins with a session at the psychiatrist, followed by

the contrast of spring warmth outside, a stark change from the narrator's arid

Western upbringing. Upon returning to Silliman, a stickball game is

underway, and the boy of her affections, Mike, achieves an impressive feat

by hitting the ball over the high stone buildings. His triumph stirs a mix of

admiration and nerves within her.

Despite wanting to congratulate him, a crowd, predominantly frat boys,

deters her from approaching. Instead, she retreats to her room, contemplating

their shared conversations during walks to class, discussing everything from

cultural differences to beloved films. The memory of a recent awkward

encounter when both left a dance club together, leading to a shift in

dynamics, lingers. She has found herself visiting him under the guise of

intoxication, wary of losing their genuine connection amid her growing

insecurities.
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That evening's party unfolds with various social tensions. She learns that

Mike is in entryway L, playing Twister with sophisticated girls, including

Emmi, whom she perceives as a romantic rival. Despondent, she

misbehaves, vocalizing her insecurities about Mike's perceived avoidance,

which only deepens her sense of alienation.

The courtyard becomes her refuge, where the ambient night's anonymity

offers minor comfort. Yet, when she overhears two boys' disparaging

remarks about how she no longer resembles her "facebook" photo—a bound

volume with freshmen's pictures from 1992—she feels further disheartened.

This superficial judgment amplifies her feelings of inadequacy, even though

she ordinarily dismisses such attitudes.

Amidst these emotional turbulences, an unexpected encounter with Mike

himself occurs. He addresses her by her real name, Susan, and reassures her

that he's not ignoring her, contrary to her fears. This interaction is pivotal; it

reveals not just Mike's inherent kindness but also highlights Susan's internal

struggles with self-perception and authenticity around him.

Though this year has felt wasted and riddled with self-doubt, Mike's

unchanged affection offers a glimmer of hope—a testament to their deeper

connection that transcends the social and internal chaos that has defined her

freshman experience. Amidst the thumping music and shifting lights, a new
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understanding emerges: the miracle of finding someone who sees beyond the

facade, bringing her one step closer to realizing a profound bond that will

shape her future.
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Chapter 26 Summary: Sophomore Slump

Chapter 26, "Sophomore Slump," unfolds as a reflective and introspective

 narrative depicting a tumultuous period in the life of the protagonist, a

young woman grappling with an eating disorder and emotional unrest during

her sophomore year of college.

The chapter opens with a scene from the summer after the protagonist's

freshman year, where she finds herself in Boulder, plagued by feelings of

guilt and physical discomfort after consuming a large quantity of homemade

brownies. In an effort to rid herself of this discomfort, she embarks on a run

despite the searing heat. However, her physical state deteriorates,

culminating in a moment of painful humiliation when she loses control of

her bowels in a public meadow, highlighting the overwhelming nature of her

internal struggle.

Throughout the summer, the protagonist strives for redemption by burying

herself in work at a local health food store and engaging in literary pursuits.

She enrolls in a writing workshop at the University of Colorado, channeling

her emotions into a story that revisits a profound moment from her past—the

weekend during eighth grade when her father left her alone. The summer is

marked by a strained silence; she bonds with her mother over shared but

unspoken struggles with food and consumption, reflecting on an incident

involving missed brownies intended for a swim team.
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An unsettling catalyst for change occurs when the protagonist receives

alarming results from a physical exam, indicating high cholesterol

levels—an embodiment of the unhealthy lifestyle she silently battles. This

revelation prompts a tentative, loaded exchange with her mother, centered

around food and dietary choices, which neither explicitly acknowledges the

deeper issues at play.

A shared experience with her mother at the cinema, viewing a movie entitled

"Eating," serves as a mirror to their silent struggles. The film features

women candidly discussing their complex relationships with food and the

weight it imposes on their lives, allowing mother and daughter to indirectly

confront their unspoken battles. In this shared viewing, the protagonist

recognizes the pervasive and often isolating nature of food issues, an

experience echoed by the film's subjects who, despite their openness, remain

solitary in their struggles.

Returning to school for her sophomore year, the protagonist finds herself

ensnared in a present defined by compulsion and deteriorating academic

performance. Episodes of overeating mirror those from her summer in

Boulder, disrupting her ability to attend classes and diminishing her sense of

self-worth. Her literary endeavors shift; she writes fictional narratives of

troubled and distant teenage girls who bear autobiographical elements,

further illustrating her detachment from her own experiences.
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Interwoven with these events are panic attacks—a new and frightening

addition to her life—exacerbating her feelings of separation from reality.

These attacks are triggered by an overwhelming shopping experience for a

college program she is involved in but are symbolic of her deeper,

unresolved anxieties. Medical consultation reveals these as panic attacks, a

diagnosis that confirms the severity of her mental health issues.

At home during the holiday break, the protagonist experiences a profound

sense of disassociation. Desperate for connection and reassurance, she turns

to her mother late one night, seeking solace and understanding she cannot

articulate. This gesture marks a significant emotional reconciliation,

bridging the distance that had grown between them over the years.

The chapter closes with her mother's gift of an Oliver Sacks book, a

collection of essays exploring neurological conditions. This gift represents

an acknowledgment of her daughter's inner turmoil and affirms the validity

of her experiences. For the protagonist, the gesture symbolizes hope and the

potential for beauty even within struggle, serving as a source of comfort and

a step towards healing.

Overall, "Sophomore Slump" is a poignant exploration of the protagonist's

descent into a personal crisis, marked by an eating disorder and mental

health struggles, and her tentative journey towards reconnection and
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self-discovery.
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Chapter 27 Summary: Ritual Purification

Chapter 27: Ritual Purification

This chapter explores the protagonist's struggle and gradual recovery from

disordered eating, focusing on her transition from binge eating to anorexia

during her years at college and beyond. The protagonist reflects on how this

transformation did not occur overnight—unlike the initial binge-eating

episodes she could trace back to a weekend in November 1989—but was

rather a slow, arduous process.

In college, particularly during her junior year, she began to experience a

shift. Although her bingeing was not entirely resolved, it became

manageable, marking the beginning of her transition. This change

manifested in daily rituals: instead of excessive bingeing, she found solace

in small quantities of food, like two cookies before bed. This pivot from

bingeing to anorexia was subtle but significant, illustrating a shift in how she

used food to deal with emotions.

Junior year was also pivotal because of her evolving relationship with Mike,

a close friend who would become her partner. Their relationship provided

emotional stability, allowing her to step away from diverting her feelings

into food. She pondered whether her growing intimacy with Mike enabled
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this change or if her reduced focus on food allowed her to connect more

deeply with him. Moreover, she applied to be a counselor for a program

aimed at helping students with eating disorders, acknowledging this as a

crucial moment where she might have sought help but ultimately chose not

to participate, fearing identification with her disorder.

Senior year, as she worked diligently on a history of *Seventeen* magazine

for her senior essay, marked a time of burgeoning self-discovery.

Researching the role of the magazine in shaping teenage identity, she

realized that adulthood meant not just observing the world but being part of

it. Her work on the essay led to career aspirations: moving to New York City

to work in publishing.

Post-graduation, the protagonist faced new challenges while interning at a

magazine, feeling trapped in the persona of a youthful woman navigating a

professional world. Despite her insecurity, her obsession with thinness

reached new heights. Reflecting on an encounter in Spain, where she

admired a thin acquaintance, she realized the connection between this desire

and her issues with self-worth. Being thin became achievable again, marking

a new phase in her adult life.

In New York, she found temporary happiness in her thinness. A missed

menstrual cycle signified reaching a "blank state," erasing the past and

starting anew. This weight loss, a physical manifestation of her "success,"
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filled her with perverse satisfaction. She felt empowered and free from the

burdens of her past behaviors.

Her days were structured, defined by work at the magazine, social outings,

and a rigorous exercise routine. Thinness provided a sense of order and

control that bingeing had disrupted. Despite this external control, she

struggled internally; her creativity stunted, and her writing suffered. She

maintained a facade of health, but secretly obsessed over food, desiring to

satisfy urges she continually denied.

Nights involved indulging in food magazines, enhancing the little she

allowed herself to consume, further illustrating the dichotomy between her

starvation and desire. While anorexia shielded her from addressing deeper

issues, it maintained a precarious balance. In reflecting on this period, the

protagonist reveals the ritualistic nature of her anorexia—an attempt to

purify and maintain control, despite its inherent dangers.

Aspect Details

Protagonist's Struggle Transition from binge eating to anorexia beginning in college.

Initial Binge Eating Rooted in a weekend in November 1989.

Transition Occurred gradually during college with changes in food rituals.

Relationship with Mike Provided emotional stability, enabling decreased focus on
food.
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Aspect Details

Junior Year A time of change, applying to be a counselor for an eating
disorder program.

Senior Year Defined by self-discovery through a senior essay on
Seventeen magazine.

Post-Graduation
Challenges Internship at a magazine, navigating a professional world.

Obsession with
Thinness

Correlates with self-worth issues, reaching a new phase in
adulthood.

New York City Life Temporary happiness in thinness, but creativity suffered.

Ritualistic Anorexia Provided a sense of order and control, maintaining a
precarious balance.
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Chapter 28: The Accident

Chapter 28: The Accident

In this chapter, we are introduced to a turning point in the narrator’s life—a

traffic incident that becomes a catalyst for deeper introspection. On an

ordinary morning walk to work, the narrator experiences a life-disrupting

accident when a bike messenger, ignoring a red light, collides with her at a

crosswalk. She loses consciousness and wakes up confused and disoriented

on Sixth Avenue, surrounded by bystanders. After being diagnosed with a

concussion and a broken collarbone, she is admitted to the neurological ward

at St. Vincent’s Hospital for observation.

Her office manager suggests she take a week off to recover. Despite initial

resistance due to fear of appearing unstable or "addled," she follows the

advice and stays at home. The solitude in her hot, cramped tenth-floor studio

apartment becomes a fertile ground for reflection. Unable to wear her usual

garments due to the collarbone injury, she receives blouses from her mother,

filled with a floral scent that embodies a complex mix of comfort and a

sense of lost sophistication.

She receives an unexpected visit from her father, Robert Mason Burton.

Despite their shared history of emotional distance and unspoken discord, his
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presence fills her with gratitude and a renewed sense of connection. During

their conversation, he comments on her thinness, sparking a flurry of internal

conflict overshadowed by past criticism from her mother regarding her

weight. This moment underscores her struggle with an eating disorder—a

theme subtly woven through her reflections and familial relationships.

Her father’s visit concludes with a poignant moment when they purchase a

coin together on West 23rd Street, creating a shared memory symbolized by

the coin's two sides.

After he leaves, the narrator delves into introspection about the accident's

meaning, unable to complete her thoughts coherently. The incident echoes

her ongoing battle with anorexia, where fragility is paradoxically seen as

success. Her fixation on milk-based products to "build bone" reveals a

desperate clinging to control through dietary habits, underscoring a deeper

fear of vulnerability and contamination, amplified by past trauma.

In her solitary world, restricted by self-imposed dietary rules, she

experiences the physical discomfort from a bran muffin, feeling it trapped in

her throat—the narrative device illustrating the physical manifestation of her

psychological entrapment. Her interaction with food, characterized by

deprivation and excess, dominates her existence, demonstrating that both

ends of the spectrum—anorexia and binge eating—result in the same

overarching control by food.
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A brief encounter with the office manager who touches her protruding hip

bones becomes emblematic of her pride in achieving a visible frailty, though

rooted in a broader narrative of inflexibility and self-denial masked under

the guise of discipline.

Ultimately, the chapter paints a vivid picture of an individual trapped within

her own self-imposed boundaries, wrestling with the duality of wanting both

liberation and control, set against a backdrop of familial complexities and

personal vulnerabilities.
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Chapter 29 Summary: The End of Something

Chapter 29 Summary: The End of Something

In this introspective chapter, Susan narrates her journey through the

complexities of confronting anorexia while embarking on a new life phase

with Mike, her boyfriend, who recently moved to the city. Initially, Susan

envisioned an ideal life, blending professional success with her relationship,

but Mike's arrival brings unexpected challenges, highlighting her reliance on

routines and introspection. A moment at a rooftop party, where someone

comments on her size, triggers insecurities. Susan's denial of her condition

reflects her skewed perception, comparing herself to Calista Flockhart, an

actress often speculated to be anorexic, illustrating her mindset that she's

anorexic, but not 'seriously' so. 

Mike's growing concern signals a shift in their relationship dynamics,

making Susan feel like she's regressing into a childlike state, clinging to her

systems and pushing intimacy away. Random strangers' comments and

healthcare professionals' concerns further illuminate her struggle.

Encounters with family and friends, like her grandfather's insistence on

cooking her a buttery grilled cheese, sharpen her resolve to maintain her

anorexic routines, despite acknowledging his care. Visits from friends like

Sheva amplify the reality of her condition, yet Susan firmly believes her

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


current, controlled self is her true identity.

A turning point occurs during a visit to Marcie in Aspen. Marcie's perceptive

observation sees through the facade Susan maintains. Her persistent food

troubles become undeniable, and a bone-density scan reveals her

osteoporosis, shaking her sense of superiority about her health. Marcie's

influence, combined with Susan's realization of the gravity of her condition,

marks the start of an internal transformation. 

Susan's relationship with Mike plays a pivotal role in this change. Love and

the desire to be her authentic self for him motivate her gradual acceptance of

nourishment. Six months later, the return of her menstrual cycle triggers

mixed emotions: regret for losing the perceived freedom from hunger and

fear of discontentment tied to her body's signals. Yet, a part of her recognizes

this physiological change as a renewal symbol.

As she reintegrates with her emotional and sensory experiences, Susan

struggles with newfound vulnerability. Moving in with Mike presents new

challenges—ordinary anxieties and simple decisions, like attending a social

gathering, become fraught with complex emotions. Her default association

of emotions with eating reflects lingering ties to disordered thinking.

Although resentment persists post-recovery from anorexia, she senses

profound change. 
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This chapter captures Susan's transformation—a gradual recognition that

anorexia, initially perceived as a solution, was just a replacement for other

issues, and ultimately, a defining element of her journey. Her emerging

self-awareness sets her on a path to embracing authenticity and emotional

complexity beyond the eating disorders that defined her teenage years.

Key Points Description

Introduction Susan recounts her journey dealing with anorexia amidst a new life
phase with her boyfriend, Mike, who recently moved to the city.

Initial Vision She imagined a blended life of professional success and a healthy
relationship but faced unexpected challenges.

Routines and
Introspection

Susan’s reliance on routines and her internal world increase tension
in her relationship with Mike.

Insecurity and
Denial

Triggered by a rooftop party comment, her skewed body image and
denial resonate with her comparing herself to Calista Flockhart.

Relationship
Dynamics

Mike's concerns prompt Susan to feel childlike, clinging to routines
and avoiding intimacy.

External
Comments

Comments from strangers and professionals, as well as instances
with family, highlight her ongoing struggle.

Visit to Aspen A visit with Marcie leads to a breaking point, revealing the extent of
Susan's health issues, including osteoporosis.

Internal
Transformation

Marcie’s observations and newfound awareness in Susan trigger a
shift from denial towards gradual acceptance.

Impact of Love The desire to be true to herself for Mike catalyzes Susan's efforts to
embrace nourishment and recovery.
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Key Points Description

Mixed
Emotions

The return of her menstrual cycle elicits complex feelings about
freedom from hunger and fear of body cues.

Emotional
Reintegration

Susan navigates new vulnerabilities with emotional and sensory
experiences, facing lingering resentment post-recovery.

Conclusion Susan realizes anorexia was a temporary solution masking deeper
issues, leading to self-awareness and an authenticity path.
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