


Praise for Beating Ana

“In Beating Ana, Shannon Cutts offers a wealth of guidance that

will do nothing less than save lives. Shannon has taken her vast expe-

rience and condensed it into an intelligent, captivating, andmotivat-

ing work. This is a book that needs to be in the hands of every person

in the eating disorder world: those who suffer, those who love them,

and every professional who treats them. I would not stop there . . .

the truly amazing beauty of this literary treasure is that it is a book

every adult needs to read. As Shannon wisely points out, when it

comes to problematic behaviors, ‘Everybody has something!’ This

book can teach us all.”

—Doris Smeltzer,M.A., Author of Andrea’s Voice: Silenced by

Bulimia, and the“Advice for Parents”Blog (Gurze Books)

“Unlike any other book about eating disorders, Beating Ana

uniquely illustrates the importance of people connecting with one

another for support and encouragement along the recovery road. I

would never have recovered from my own eating disorder without

the help of recovered women who heldmy hand along the way. Shan-

non’s depth of passion and honesty will provide much-needed hope

to all those touched by this insidious illness.”

—Jenni Schaefer, Author of Life Without Ed:

How One Woman Declared Independence

from Her Eating Disorder and How You Can Too

“Beating Ana is a breath of fresh air. Not only is it an important

document to add to the record and an item worthy of being in any

man or woman’s recovery tool bag, but the way in which it is written

(engaging, honest, interactive, and fun) guarantees that it’ll be a tool

that’s lovingly worn with repeated use. Recovery often feels like a

lonely journey, but thanks to Shannon’s innovative approach, the

specter of flying solo is no longer a certainty.”

—Ron Saxen,Author of The Good Eater



“In Beating Ana, Shannon takes readers on a journey of self-
discovery and self-healing that will leave them truly understanding
that recovery is possible. I especially liked how each chapter included
a “Life Celebration Affirmation” and “Recovery Workshop.” These
action items engage the reader and compel them to take control of
their situation and recover. I highly recommend this book to anyone
struggling with an eating disorder, and I plan to use some of themate-
rial inmy own support groups. I just wish this book was around when
I was overcoming my eating disorder—it would have made the
process much easier.”

—Andrea Roe, Author of You Are Not Alone Volumes I & II
(www.youarenotalonebook.com) and Founder of the You Are Not
Alone Eating Disorder Society (www.youarenotalonesociety.org)

“Through Shannon’s beautiful prose, she offers her readers hon-
esty, truth, and compassion. She holds a mirror up for us to explore
who we are and how we came to be. Shannon provides us with tools
for our healing and generously lifts us with her hope. She believes in
us. After reading this book, we are left believing in ourselves.”

—Barb Steinberg, LMSW,Workshop Presenter
& Consultant (www.barbsteinberg.com)

“Beating Ana has the potential to make a real impact on people
dealing with eating disorders, particularly anorexia. The format for
this book is unique in themarket. I am unaware of any other book on
anorexia that uses the format of someone going through the experi-
ence and then immediately confronts their thinking with empathy,
compassion, and advice learned through having experienced many
of the same things. I love that. So often, as I read the letters, I think,
She sounds just like me. Shannon’s responses are always well thought
out, helpful, and recovery focused. This book is more like a therapy
session that you have written down and can refer back to.”

—Jen L., Anorexia Survivor



“Beating Ana is riveting, compassionate, and remarkable. Shannon
brilliantly reveals how individuals can move beyond the grip of their
eating disorder to lead an extraordinary and fulfilling existence. Shan-
non is dynamic and insightful, and each word she writes comes from
the heart and soul. She understands the ‘Key to Life’ that exists within
all of us. I would recommend this book as a recovery companion to
all those suffering from an eating disorder.”

—Lisa C. Palmer, L.M.F.T., C.H.T., Ph.D., The Renew Center
of Florida, www.TheRenewCenter.com,
MyEDHelp.com,www.MyEDHelp.com

“In Beating Ana, I found it easy to feel the love, compassion, and
understanding the author has for hermentees and others who struggle
with eating disorders.Beating Ana helps the reader to truly experience
the heart andmind of someone struggling with an eating disorder and
gain an accurate measure of understanding and empathy. I felt
touched, motivated, and inspired to apply the many lessons taught as
well as the heartfelt, practical advice from someone who truly knows
the eating disorder recovery process from firsthand experience.”

—Lynette L. Taylor,MT-BC,
Music Therapist, Center for Change, Inc.

“Mentoring is an ancient and honorable tradition. It brings to
mind the relationship with older siblings, trusted community elders,
apprentices and master craftspeople, and even traditional spiritual
advisors. In Beating Ana, Cutts brings experience and compassion to
the ‘craft’ of mentoring and brings it into a field—eating disorders
recovery—rich in opportunities to nurture and support each other.”

—Laura Collins, Author of Eating
With Your Anorexic, Founder of F.E.A.S.T.

“Beating Ana is a gift! Shannon gets to one of the core problems in
eating disorders. Secrecy! This ‘secret’ leads to shame, isolation, and
loneliness. Those struggling with ED feel alone and imprisoned in
these vicious lies of the eating disorder. So I strongly agree with
Shannon, the way of escape is through mentoring relationships.



Shannon invites us into the sacred places she has walked with her
mentees.Through letters you see the real anguish of those tormented
by ED. Shannon gently, but powerfully challenges their erroneous
beliefs, and becomes a healthy mirror through her Life Celebration
Affirmations. Shannon is able to build trust through sharing experi-
ences of her own recovery and therefore offers real hope. Shannon
gives practical, relatable ‘how to’s’ through creative journaling exer-
cises, which become amap toward recovery. I would recommend this
book to my clients.”

—Colleen O’Grady-Long,M.A., L.P.C., L.M.F.T.
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“For Now Let Me Just Say (a poem for the fighter in all of us)”

Sometimes I feel like I have more to say to myself

But I can’t find the words.And all that comes to mind is—

I am beautiful.

I am worthy of living

and loving.

I am exquisite—unique.

I am believable—as me.

Why did I waste all these years . . . ?!?

Never mind. Ignore her.

I’m back. I am grateful.

The eating disorder, the depression, the anxiety—

they were all just signposts.

They were my South, East, and West

pointing me North to NOW.

Now . . . when I know I am beautiful.

Now . . . when I know I am worthy of living

and loving.

Now . . . when I know I am exquisite—unique.

Now . . . when I know I am beautiful—as me.

Now . . . when I know that,YES, I am capable of achieving great things

xiii



But, more importantly, I know that I have already achieved great things

because—

I survived.

I survived myself.

I survived others’ pain.

I survived this media-saturated society we live in

with body, mind, heart, and soul stubbornly

intact.

In fact, I did more than survive.

I regrouped.

I restored.

I rebuilt.

I revived.

And even now I am regrouping.

I am restoring.

I am rebuilding.

I am reviving, discovering, accepting, and exploring

the“me” in all this.

The me who got lost and left behind.

The me who was forgotten and misplaced her voice

for a while because of it.

So amazing—she sings again.

“For Now Let Me Just Say . . .”xiv



I sing again.

And I speak.

I speak out against some

But mostly toward all of us

Who have splintered off our hearts and souls

from our minds and bodies . . .

who have forgotten that we are all whole by design

and that whole is the only way.

Whole is beautiful.

Whole is worth living

and loving.

Whole is exquisite—utterly unique.

Whole is believable—the only believable you and me.

And most of all, whole is the only thing worth dying,

living, and fighting for . . . do we ever really realize—

You are the only you who ever was, is, or ever will be.

And I am the only me.

Sometimes I feel like I have more to say to myself—to everyone—

But I just can’t find the words.

So for now, let me just say—

TRUST. HOPE. FAITH. LOVE. LIVE.TRIUMPH. BELIEVE.

“For Now Let Me Just Say . . .” xv



Making the transition from being one of the many who

suffers from an eating disorder (ED) to becoming one of

the few who triumphs over your eating disorder is as

rocky as any I can think of. Quite possibly, the only experi-

ence tougher on a human body, mind, heart, and spirit

than falling ill is getting better.

It gets unnecessarily tougher, however, when we

assume that we will have to heal the same way we got

sick—alone. We don’t. In fact, I couldn’t. My loneliness and

isolation were precisely the reasons why recovery felt so

difficult—impossible, really. So here, in this first section,

WELCOME TO
OUR WORLD

Part One



2 Part One: Welcome to Our World

I will introduce you to a whole new approach to eating

disorders recovery—an approach that worked for me

when I had literally lost all hope of surviving my eating

disorder in any other way—an approach that has the very

same power to renew your hope and transform your

experience of recovery.

So what are we waiting for? Let’s get started!

e e e
It is our Tuesday evening support group. On tiptoes,

speaking in hushed whispers, they sidle forward, eyes

groundward, chests barely rising and falling, curling up

into the depths or balancing on the edges of their chosen

seats. . . . They are afraid to breathe too loudly for fear

someone will notice.

It is scary to be noticed when you don’t like what

you’ve become. It is scarier still to be noticed when you

don’t know who you are. And when the little you do know

of yourself consists of the constant competition, compari-

son, and criticism of an eating disorder in your head, at

first it can be very scary to be noticed keeping company

with others like you . . . to realize that you, and your eating

disorder, are not alone.

But eventually, if you want to heal, if you want to live,

you adjust. You get used to two things—one, being

noticed, and two, not being the only one with an eating

disorder. You also get used to not being the only one with

depression, anxiety, panic attacks, obsessive-compulsive
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disorder, low self-esteem, self-harm, promiscuity or sexual

anorexia, substance abuse, alcoholism, borderline person-

ality disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, bottomless

fear, uncontrollable anger, and endless aching loneliness

. . . and you get used to sharing the burden of guilt gener-

ated by being willing, for quite some time now, to do just

about anything and everything to ease the void within,

even if what you are driven to do drags you down, and

then drags everyone else down with you. In fact, oddly

enough, this sense of collective ownership is eventually

part of what gives you some small, and, in time, much

greater relief.

This process—of harnessing the transformative, healing,

relieving power of naming, owning, and then sharing both

the pain and the promise of recovery with at least one

other person who has been there, understands, and is

willing and able to help—is called mentoring. Mentoring

neatly circumvents the isolation in which an eating disor-

der flourishes by putting us in direct connection with each

other—heart to heart, mind to mind, spirit to spirit. Mentor-

ing has become a virtually lost art in this isolating age of

eating disorders. Yet I have spent the past twenty years of

my life putting into daily practice, and the last five years

compiling, the material you hold in your hands now,

because mentoring saved my life. I have seen it save the

lives of many of my mentees, and I believe it has the same

power to save your life as well.
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It is also worth mentioning that many different names

exist for what I call mentoring. For instance, we will dis-

cuss a bit later how the success of the worldwide fellow-

ship of Alcoholics Anonymous is structured around the art

and discipline of sponsorship. Similarly, many outreach

organizations offer the chance to seek out a “Big Brother”

or “Big Sister” to share life’s challenges and victories. It is

often possible to form similar bonds within the context of

an ongoing therapeutic relationship as well. Here, I intro-

duce my own highly successful experiences of first being

mentored, and now mentoring others, through what I call

“The Mentor Model.” This model, which we will explore in

much greater depth shortly, will serve as our guide as we

unfold the full potential and promise that a mentoring rela-

tionship holds for you in your journey to meet—and even

exceed!—your recovery goals.

Why have I dedicated countless hours of my personal

time to serve as a mentor and five years of my life to write

this book? For one simple reason—because mentoring

takes us back to the heart of what it means to be human,

which is that we need each other or we will not, cannot,

survive. My own battle to survive my eating disorder took

an undeniable, almost unbelievable turn for the better with

the appearance of one single, willing, able human being—

my own mentor. She was all I had—the only source of help

and support I had access to when I was ill and trying to

get better—and mysteriously, miraculously, it was enough.
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Before we proceed further, I want to make it clear that,

regardless of my particular circumstances during my

recovery journey, I am not now, nor will I ever be, an advo-

cate of choosing to “go it alone”—even with your mentor

by your side. Rather, our consistent focus here will be an

exploration of the many reasons why it is of value to con-

sider adding a mentor to any existing professional support

network you have in place. However, over the years I

continue to meet many people who, for one reason or

another, are confronting the challenge of overcoming their

eating disorder without having access to professional

medical care, just as I experienced when I was sick. If you

are one of these people, holding this book in your hands

right now, and you are considering throwing in the towel,

then know this—regardless of the circumstances in which

you find yourself, regardless of the level of care you

currently have access to, regardless of what you think

your options are or your prognosis is or can be, you must

simply set your mind and heart and spirit to do whatever it

takes to get better and never ever give up.

Hopefully, even as you are reading this now, you have

a full treatment team encircling you with all of the care,

support, expertise, love, compassion, and guidance you

could ever need to heal. But whether you do or do not,

there is absolutely no reason to allow yourself to think that

you cannot, somehow, some way, no matter what obsta-

cles appear to stand between you and your recovery
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goals, get better—my own story is living proof of this!

Against all odds, with the help of just one caring person

who was willing to serve as my mentor when I needed her,

I survived a devastating fifteen-year battle with anorexia

and bulimia . . . and have been in sustained recovery for

over a decade now!

Let me say this one more time, that in my own direct,

personal experience, there is never, ever, ever any reason

to give up hope. You can do better than that. You must do

better than that. This world needs you. You are here for a

reason. You matter. You were always meant to, designed

to, and able to survive whatever life hands you and come

out ahead, flying the flag of victory! No matter what your

situation is, there is always something more you can do to

save your own life. There is always more help available to

you than first meets the eye. If I could do it—if I could find

a way to heal, and stay healed, when absolutely no way

seemed to exist in my life as I knew it in those days, then

you can too.

Here is the secret to your success, the secret I learned

during the years I spent working toward my own success-

ful recovery, and the powerful secret I now pass along to

you. Through the years when I was doing the bulk of my

recovery work, and in the years since then, it has been

and continues to be my experience today that even with

all that we now know about eating disorders that we did

not know then, and even with all of the resources we have
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now that I did not have when I first became ill, our most

powerful resource for healing, survival, and revival of life

continues to be each other. Today, even as the work I do

at times takes me into some complicated territory, the

credo I live by remains simple, direct, profound.

Relationships replace eating disorders. Period. The end.

This is my life’s work. This is who I am. This is how I

live—and stay alive.

And what a wonderful, worthwhile life it is! Today, post-

recovery, I am privileged to spend my days working one-

on-one with those in recovery from eating disorders and

those who love them, speaking and singing across the

country through my outreach organization Key to Life:

unlocking the door to hope, writing this book and monthly

columns for several recovery organizations, and recording

music inspired by all of the courageous fighters I meet

along the way. All of these endeavors are structured with

mentoring in mind, and in such a way as to purposefully

demystify what author Peggy Claude-Pierre terms “the

secret language of eating disorders,” so that those who

have no voice can borrow mine until they reclaim their

own, and those in a position to help can clearly hear and

understand the unspoken and unspeakable need, and

move quickly to lend their aid.

That is the purpose for this book—to give to you what I

was given from my mentor—hope—and through this gift to

awaken within you your own ability to fight for your life.
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That is the purpose of my life—to offer you living, breathing

proof that recovery lies within your reach also, and to light

the way so that you too can experience for yourself the

incredible triumph of Beating ANA once and for all!

There is, quite simply, no better use of a life—at least

not that I can think of. There is no other life that I would

choose than this one—every single heart-wrenching, heart-

warming day of it. I will admit I often wasn’t sure at the

time I was struggling to heal, but today I know that it was

all worth it—the years of struggling, of not knowing, of feel-

ing so scared, and then to see the sun begin to come up

over the horizon and to realize that I am doing it . . . that

thing I thought I could not do . . . and then realizing that if

I could do it, then so can you . . . WOW.

Talk about a life worth living—a life worth saving, a life

worth surviving for. Today, for me, that life that is so worth

living, saving, and surviving for is mine—and your own.



My Story

When I first got sick with anorexia, at the age of eleven, no

one talked about eating disorders—tome or anyone else. I

had beenmolested by a neighborhoodman at the age of six, which

created an innate distrust of my surroundings, not to mention a

sensitivity to the senseless nature of personal physical and emo-

tional violation that would stay with me from that point forward.

By age thirteen, peer cruelty and family turmoil had left their

additional marks, and yet I spent the first seven years of my battle

with anorexia harboring absolutely no suspicions that my prob-

lems were caused by anything other than “just me, being me.”

My family appeared to feel similarly.We simply didn’t know any

better, and neither did anyone around us. I continued to decline,

year after year, and everyone close to me fell away, as mystified as

I was by my slow descent, and unable and uninvited to venture

into the intimate, secret places where only the eating disorder

and I could go.

9
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When I turned eighteen, I left my family andmoved to another

state to attend university. I was already a nationally recognized up-

and-coming young jazz and bluegrass musician, and I had been

accepted to a prestigious music program.Unfortunately, my “best

friend,” the eating disorder, had no useful advice for me to help

me cope with the stresses and strains of a whole new life, let alone

the demands that my college’s music department directors placed

on me. Before too long my physical and mental health caved in.

Not even three months into my freshman year,my parents arrived

to pack up my things.

I dropped out of school and flew home. Not knowing where

else to turn, I found myself crawling even deeper inside my eating

disorder for comfort. I couldn’t face my family, my few remaining

friends, or the cold, hard facts of such an abrupt end to such a

promising music career, let alone the heavy weight of guilt I felt

for somehow letting it happen. Like an athlete, over time my pat-

terns of overpracticing and persistent, consistent weight loss had

steadily weakened my body, including the ligaments and tendons

I had relied on tomaintainmy ten-hour-per-day practice regimen.

The doctors toldmy parents they had never seen such a severe per-

formance injury in one so young—that my injuries resembled

those of a thirty-year-career musician. They told me I had better

proceed to Plan B, but I had no Plan B. I had no sense of “me”

withoutmusic.All I had left of the person I had previously referred

to as “me”were hard casts on both hands and forearms . . . indef-

initely. I couldn’t even lift a milk carton or turn a doorknob, let

alone engage in the sole form of expression that had offered me a
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safe way to “speak” the words and emotions that now remained

bottled up inside, hour after hour, day after day. I was in constant,

ever-deepening pain, both inside and out.Worst of all, I remained

in ignorance of the name of my tormentor. I still labored under the

assumption that the total collapse of my life was “just me, being

me.” I wrote myself off, and miserably, unbearably, inconceivably

settled down to die.

Meanwhile, my mother searched around and found a physical

therapist for me to try and at least salvage my musical dreams.

Mom droveme to her office once a week, sometimes twice if things

got really bad.My new therapist’s name was Annie. I liked her well

enough, although I never said much during our initial sessions

together, other than politely asking for the occasional clarification

of her instructions for the physical therapy exercises she assigned.

Privately I thought that she seemed like a strong, happy, confident

woman—someone I felt quite sure I could never find anything in

common with.

One day, a few months after we started working together, I

arrived at her office not just quiet and reserved, but mute and

silent. She sat me down, very gently, and said, “Today we will not

do physical therapy. Today, we will just talk.” She explained that

she knew I needed someone to talk to, that she could see I was

hurting. Furthermore, she told me she believed that if I didn’t talk

to someone soon, I might actually explode from the strain of

holding it all in, whatever it was, that was pushing so desperately

against my seams to get out. I opened my mouth, intending to

quickly thank her for her concern, and to assure her that all was
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well and there was no need to worry. I opened my mouth . . . and

it all came flooding out.

The depth of relief I felt was incalculable, mind-blowing, and

instantaneous. After seven long years of battling my disease in

lonely silence, after I had long since given up hope of help ever

arriving, Annie noticed my pain. Even more miraculous, she

seemed to understand what that unnameable pain inside me felt

like from personal experience. She also appeared to possess the

ability to do what I could not—separate the particular issue that

was causing such a struggle from the human being underneath

who was struggling. She saw me . . . trapped inside, held down by

the weight of my disease, but still alive and willing to fight and

wanting to survive. She heard me . . . my nearly inaudible actual

voice, crying out for recognition beneath the eating disorder

voice’s vicious lies. She cared about me . . . in a way I had never

even considered caring about myself.

She wasn’t at all intimidated by my pain or my disease or my

shame, or even my inability to put any of it into comprehensible

words at first, because in her own way she had walked through

those same places in her life and had emerged whole and healthy

and strong. She also—amazingly, unbelievably—seemed to believe

in me, even when it felt impossible to believe in myself, and even

while I faltered and fell so many times that her continued presence

and support seemed less like compassion and more like insanity.

It was only later that I learned that the reason she was able to do

this for me was because someone else had first believed in her and

stood by her when she needed that person most.
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Annie was my first mentor. She was my first anything—the first

person I had ever met who proved to me that an ordinary person

like me could be a hero in her own life. She taught me this by

showingme, through her own example, that everybody has“some-

thing”—something that we each struggle with, something that life

hands us, individually, which forces us to wake up and choose life

every day, in every way, in every thought, word, and action, because

choosing anything less than life means we will not survive, and

what a waste of a perfectly wonderful, irreplaceable, unrepeatable

life that would be!

Annie also taught me that this “something”—my something—

meant not that I was weak, but that I was human. It meant that I

was not to be forcibly, willingly even, separated from the herd of

humanity all aroundme by the perceived unusual weakness within

me, but rather that this very challenge I was facing was what

included me and made me very much like the surrounding herd.

Annie shared with me something I would never have realized on

my own—that, in struggling through my particular “something,”

I was simply participating with each person aroundme in the nor-

mal and necessary rites of passage life offers us. In other words, I

was havingmy own individual experience of the collective “human

condition.” Most importantly, I learned from Annie that it was

only when we all come together to share in both the burdens and

blessings that life offers to us that we each activate our inner power

to fully live.

This insight did more to bolster my courage for the journey

ahead than any other single “aha” moment during my recovery
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journey, because in the first instant I understood the true meaning

of Annie’s words, I received permission and the right to rejoin the

rest of humanity—to once again occupymy rightful, reserved space

to share the pain and the poignancy, the power and the personal

responsibility we each bear for uplifting us all, one life at a time.

As we will discuss in more detail in parts three and four, John

Nash may have explained this process best when, in the movie

about his life, A Beautiful Mind, he outlines his Nobel Prize–win-

ning discovery, the Nash Equilibrium. Previously, in economic cir-

cles, it had long been assumed that the good of the individual was

achieved by each individual looking out for his or her own needs,

with no thought or care for how their choices or opportunities

might affect the group. Nash discovered that, in fact, the exact

opposite was true. The good of the individual can only be achieved

when the individual seeks both his or her own good and the good

of the group.

This is mentoring in a nutshell, and these are words to live by.

Words I live by.

Words you can live by, survive by, thrive by too.

This is why I have come to meet you here—so that I can say to

you with pride, humility, and the unshakeable conviction that if I

could heal from my eating disorder, anyone who wants to heal

badly enough and is willing to do the hard work of recovery can do

so too.

And maybe, just maybe, through these pages, your eyes will be

opened to someone in your life who is willing and able to mentor

you, as Annie mentored me. This is my wish for you—to have



courage, to let support in wherever it may be found, and to use it

to overcome.

I was mentored. I became a mentor myself. Now, I pass it on

to you.

Welcome to our world—the world of overcomers, survivors,

and thrivers.We are so glad you are here!

15My Story





The Mentor Model
(aka Relationships Replace
Eating Disorders)

Why is it that a mentoring relationship can serve as such a

powerful catalyst for positive change in recovery? For that

matter, why add amentor to an already full plate of recovery work?

Relationships replace eating disorders. Period. The end. Themore

loving, supportive, therapeutic relationships that exist in your life,

the more the odds of recovery shift in favor of a return to health.

So then, what is the “MentorModel”? To answer that, let us first

define terms. For our purposes here, a “mentor” is a trusted guide

who has knowledge and experience in a certain area, and is will-

ing and able to share it. A“mentee” is a person in need of guidance

and instruction, and is willing to receive it. Thus, the Mentor

Model is simply the voluntary, ongoing, interactive relationship

between mentor and mentee (giver and receiver), for the sole

purpose of facilitating progress in recovery.

You do not need to have been suffering for a certain length of

time, nor do you need to have reached a certain degree of physical

17
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or mental ill health, to be mentored and have the process work for

you. You will know you are ready to consider adding a mentor to

your support team when you can honestly realize and admit that

your efforts on your own, if you do not have access to professional

medical care, or in concert with your current treatment plan and

support system, are not yet getting you towhere youwant to gowith

your recovery goals. And, just as I did when the offer of support

came tome and I accepted, I am confident that youwill knowwhen

you are ready and willing to receive what a mentor has to offer.

Ultimately, being mentored can be one of the most profoundly

loving, healing, empowering, and life-transforming relationships

you will ever encounter. Similarly, serving as a mentor, when the

time is right and you are ready, can be tremendously strengthen-

ing and confirming for your own continued recovery.

The Alcoholics Anonymous Factor

Our recovery is based on sharing our experience,

strength and hope with each other, that we may solve

our common problem; more importantly, our continued

sobriety depends upon helping others to recover from

alcoholism.

—Alcoholics Anonymous (from the A.A. Fact Sheet)

In theworldof eatingdisorders, the concept of pairing amore expe-

rienced guide with a newcomer in recovery is still largely relegated

to the sidelines. The role of the mentor is all too often overlooked.



19The Mentor Model

But there is another arena where a similar partnership is enthu-

siastically accepted, endorsed, and effective—and has been since

1935.* In the worldwide fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous

(A.A.), the foundation for achieving lasting sobriety is built when

a trusted guide, the “sponsor,” guides a newcomer, the “sponsee,”

to recovery through working the Twelve Steps (see additional

resources).

I have a close friend, Lynn, who is not only recovering from an

eating disorder but is also in strong recovery from the disease of

alcoholism. She credits this recovery to her longtimemembership

in A.A. and her work with her own sponsor. Several years ago, as

I continued in my recovery work to heal frommy eating disorder,

I noticed that while I had largely overcome my disordered eating

behaviors, I was instead beginning to use alcohol and relation-

ships to manage life issues that still felt overwhelming. At that

point, Lynn began working with me as both sponsor and mentor,

blending together basic recovery principles from the Twelve Steps

with troubleshooting sessions to handle my daily life challenges.

Although I had been engaged inmentoring those with eating dis-

orders prior to this point, it was through my work with Lynn that I

began to see the truly exciting potential the Mentor Model holds. I

found certain concepts from the Twelve Steps particularly helpful

in framing pivotal recovery decisions I needed to make. And our

daily troubleshooting sessions ensured that once I had made those

*In 1960, a Twelve Step–based program called Overeaters Anonymous (O.A.) was founded to assist those
who identify themselves as being“powerless over food.” In 2000, a second complementary fellowship, Eat-
ing Disorders Anonymous (EDA) was founded by A.A.members in Phoenix,AZ.
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decisions I then had the support and skills to remain steady on the

path. In short, I began to experience for myself how a relationship

that has worked so well for those recovering from alcoholism could

be equally effective in facilitating recovery from eating disorders.

There are many approaches that hold promise for strengthen-

ing our ability to recover. In the beginning, middle, and end, it

really all boils down to this: When we all work together—doctor,

therapist, nutritionist, psychologist, psychiatrist, social worker,

family, friend, sponsor, and mentor—in the name of saving a life,

we cannot help but to expect and experience brilliant results.

The A.A. Cooperation with the Professional Commu-

nity Committee (CPC) . . . informs professionals and

future professionals about A.A.—what we are, where we

are, what we can do, and what we cannot do. They

attempt to establish better communication between

A.A.’s and professionals, and to find simple, effective

ways of cooperating without affiliating.

—Alcoholics Anonymous Conference-Approved Literature

How This Book Will Work Best

In the years since I began serving as a mentor, I have received lit-

erally thousands of e-mails and letters frompeople all over the world

who are seeking help and support to achieve freedom from their eat-

ing disorder.Each letter I read is special,unique,moving—a fragment
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of the full story of the personwhowrote it.With some, our exchange

is brief—one letter, one response is enough tomeet their need at that

moment.With others, a second, third, fourth letter soon follows the

first . . . creating over time a deep and lasting bond between us.

Often I correspond with several mentees at one time, and this

gift has allowed me to begin to recognize common themes in our

correspondence—certain questions, fears, obstacles, myths, mis-

conceptions, stumbling blocks, and opportunities that eachmentee

seems to encounter at some point along the recovery path. One

day, it occurred to me that if my particular group of mentees con-

sistently struggles to overcome similar issues, then the chances are

good that these are issues common to most who enter into the

process of achieving recovery from an eating disorder.

Over time, I have also realized that I can no longer serve as a

mentor to each person who writes to me—I am just one person,

and a mentoring relationship often requires a significant time

commitment to prove fruitful to the mentee. Yet I could not help

but continue to dream of finding a way to offer personalized

mentoring to each person who wanted it.

To this end, five of my longtime dedicated and courageous

mentees have generously“donated”our past correspondence for this

book so that you too can participate actively in a mentoring rela-

tionship as it unfolds. I have chosen each piece of correspondence

featured in the following pages specifically because it highlights a

common theme in eating disorders recovery—an issue, challenge, or

opportunity that my mentees have faced that bears the gift of

stronger recovery once it is successfully faced and overcome.
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Structurally, each chapter presents one single piece of correspon-

dence—one letter from a mentee and my response to her letter—

and then gives you the chance through a “Recovery Workshop” to

learn and apply the very same tools and techniques I first employed

successfully in my own recovery and have since shared with my

mentees in turn. Finally, immediately following each workshop, you

will find a“Life CelebrationAffirmation,” an affirming statement or

set of statements designed specifically to train your mind to want

recovery, to believe in recovery, and to strive for recovery as deter-

minedly as you do.

Before beginning to read through each chapter, you may want

to have a journal handy, or even to choose a special “Beating ANA”

journal to use just to complete the Workshop exercises. In addi-

tion, I highly recommend actually speaking each affirmation aloud

to yourself and then writing it out in your journal. In this way, you

can tell yourself, tell yourself, and tell yourself again—aurally, visu-

ally, kinetically—that recovery is possible, and you areworth doing

the hard work of recovery for!

You will quickly notice that my mentoring relationships are

very hands-on—I believe in combining the power of under-

standing and application in order to derive full benefit from the

hard work recovery requires. So now, prepare yourself to dig in,

work harder than you’ve ever worked before, invest everything

that you have into working through each chapter’s material right

along with me and my mentees, and then expect to reap the full

rewards as you begin to meet your recovery goals!

It is also important for me to share with you that serving as a
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mentor has been a continual source of strength and renewal for

me in my own recovery as well. Each letter I respond to presents a

new challenge and opportunity for me to both share and alsomore

firmly own what I have already achieved. Eachmentee who allows

me the privilege of offering my support gives me another chance

to choose recovery and another opportunity to practice for myself

what I am asking her to examine.

Notably, over the years I have noticed thatmymentees often begin

to express their desire to mentor others even while they are still in

themidst of their own recovery work. This is a noble calling and yet

also one that requires our full respect for the role a mentor plays in

the life of someonewho is struggling. It has beenmy experience that

we can help others best when we help ourselves first—so keep in

mind that for each day that you choose recovery, do the hard work

your own recovery requires, and learn the lessons yourmentor has to

share, you are already helping others who want to heal as well!

Ultimately, when properly approached, with each aspect of a

mentoring relationship experienced at its appropriate time, the

mentoring relationship shows itself to be a beautiful cycle of giv-

ing and receiving, receiving and giving—on either side of the cycle,

everybody wins!

Introducing the Contributors

(aka My Mentees)

Before we venture forward together into the chapters ahead, I

want to take a moment to introduce you to five of the most
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courageous women I know: Nadia, Michelle, Jenna, Krista, and

Lori. In age, they range from late teens to almost forty. In spirit

they are timeless—locked tenaciously in varying stages of their

shared heroic, life-or-death battle with the eating disorder within.

Although all of these women were willing to allow their cor-

respondence to be published under their real names, I have

assigned each a pseudonym, believing it best for them to remain

anonymous for the sake of their continued progress in recovery.

Some are still living as a dependent under another’s wing, and

others are mothers themselves, fighting to maintain the delicate

balance between reparenting themselves and bringing up the

next generation.

All five women have remained steadfastly committed to work-

ing out the details of their own recovery, no matter how long it

takes. For that, for the gift of their correspondence here, and for

their belief in me, you, and themselves, I am eternally grateful.

Nadia, Michelle, Jenna, Krista, and Lori are every woman—every

person—struggling to recover from an eating disorder, and they

are also utterly unique.

And in each of their stories you will most assuredly find some

essential missing pieces of your own.



Dear Shannon—

The cafeteria here at my college is open from 11:30 to one o’clock for

lunch, which makes it impossible for me to get there to eat because of my

class schedule. This presents a problem.And eating on my way to class . . .

I have this issue that I really can’t eat unless I’m sitting down.As for eating

in class . . . I don’t want to do it. I can’t do it. Even if I were allowed, I can’t

do it. Another issue is the options for me in our cafeteria when I do get a

chance to go.My choices are basically limited to salad or cheese breadsticks,

which are actually not good, put nicely.

Michelle

Hi Michelle—

One thing I am picking up on in your latest e-mail is a sense that you are

beginning to approach your continued recovery as if eating is optional. It

may be difficult, it may be awkward, it may be embarrassing, it may put

you in the public eye more than you would like, but eating is not optional.

Eating Is Not Optional
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Skipping a meal for someone without an eating disorder is just that—

skipping a meal. It may be unpleasant but necessary. And it is quickly

released when the option to eat arises. For someone with an eating disor-

der, however,skipping ameal is a lifestyle choice.It would be like saying that

abstaining from alcohol is optional for an alcoholic—like saying that it is

at their discretion. It is not. It is up to the individual to realize that the

moment the abuse recommences, the vicious cycle begins again.

Shannon

RECOVERY WORKSHOP

It is simple, really. We have to eat to live. I must eat if I want to

live. You too must consume food and hydrating liquids to keep

your physical body alive,much like you fuel a car to keep it running.

And yet the very simplicity of this fact is what makes it so easy

to disregard! We can come up with every excuse in the book for

why we cannot fit the necessity of a meal into our day. Or why we

need to squash them all into one long secret “meal”we call a binge.

Or why what goes in at mealtimes must immediately come back

out again—preferably before any of the nutrients have been

absorbed.

In thisWorkshop, the first part of your assignment is to make a

list of all the excuses you have ever used to avoid the simple fact

that eating is not optional.

When your list is complete, get out a new page. Rewrite each

excuse on your list, but this time add the words “ . . . but eating is
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not optional” to the end of each sentence. From now on, each time

your mind begins to hand you a plausible sounding reason for

ignoring or abusing food, add “ . . . but eating is not optional” to

the end of it, and revise your plans accordingly.

In the second part of your assignment, visualize yourself in the

following scenario:

You are driving down the street when you look down at your gas

gauge and—oh, no!—realize the red light is on. The arrow is sitting

squarely on “empty.” You look around, panicked. You spy a gas station

on the next corner, and relief floods through you. “Whew,” you think

to yourself, “that was a close call.”You pull up to the gas pump, insert

your credit card, and lift the handle to begin fueling. You peer down

inside the empty gas tank. “Oh, why bother?” you say to yourself.

You close the gas door, get back in your car, and drive away, red warn-

ing light still flashing brightly.

Would you ever do this in real life? Does it boggle your mind—

the thought of driving on an empty tank, refusing to refuel, and

still expecting your car to take you wherever you want to go? (Sim-

ilarly, how likely would it be that, were you to fill your tank to“full”

and then keep on filling it, that the excess fuel would find a way to

fit inside usefully, rather than spilling over the sides to create a

potentially hazardous condition for you?)

So, then, why do we so often over- or underfill our “tank”when

it comes to the “fuel”we put into our body, when, in the very same

way that gas is fuel for our car . . . FOOD IS FUEL FOR OUR

BODY.

The next time you head to the kitchen, determined to eat
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responsibly rather than toomuch or not at all, visualize your stom-

ach as if it is your car’s gas tank. Imagine filling it to just the right

amount—choosing the perfect combination of nutrients to get

you to where you want to go.

Refuel no more and no less than this amount. Then, leave the

kitchen and “drive” away.
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Dear Shannon—

I remember one of the doctors at treatment coming up to me after a team

consult and sharing with me that no one had any concerns whatsoever regard-

ing my determination and will toward recovery.That they all knew that I was

going to be one of the ones that“made it”—they had no doubts.Part of me was

pleased with that affirmation, but mostly I thought,“Wow! All these promi-

nent eating disorder specialists,and I’ve fooled them too.I am GOOD at this!”

I am ashamed.Have I been lying to you too? Have I allowed you to think

that I’m strong and walking in the right direction?

Nadia

Hi Nadia—

You have several choices today.You can choose to believe me and your

doctors. Or, you can choose to say, “Those doctors, Shannon, they don’t

really know me.I know who I am—and I am not that person they describe

who is courageous in her recovery efforts.”

Catch Me If You Can
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Those are your two choices. And each day as you wake up you get to

make the choice again.

Shannon

RECOVERY WORKSHOP

I remember the day I came face to face with it—with it. With

“the choice,” the heartbreaking choice. I realized I was still liv-

ing, still doing my recovery work even, as if I could somehow have

both. I was still behaving like I could somehow keepmy eating dis-

order and recover from it too. This was the child in me, the little

girl who didn’t understand the very adult concept of choices and

their consequences.

Similarly, I have met countless individuals with eating disorders

who, in a desperate but fruitless attempt to cling to both their life

and their eating disorder, are still trying to explain their circum-

stances away as something else. Their eating disorder is a figment

of someone else’s imagination. It isn’t really an eating disorder at

all—it is Lyme disease, cancer, food allergies, a thyroid imbalance,

depression.And, if it is, in fact, an eating disorder, at the very least,

it is far less serious than their family/husband/wife/treatment

team/best friend/child has beenmaking it out to be—why is every-

one else always overreacting? Their recovery is paper-thin, and,

inexplicably, in the face of their ever-weakening state, they are

spending precious reserves of time and energy trying to fool those

around them into thinking they are getting better.
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For this Workshop, your assignment is to watch the based-on-

a-true-story movie Catch Me If You Can, starring Leonardo

DiCaprio and Tom Hanks. Visualize yourself in Leonardo’s role,

with all of the unique challenges and unavoidable changes he is

confronted with, and then study how he initially chooses to han-

dle those challenges and changes. Ask yourself how you can relate

to his story, his need to meet the (real or perceived) expectations

of others, his desire to please.Watch him as he runs away from the

very real issues in his life to impersonate an airline captain again

and again . . . and how he responds when he lets another human

being, played by TomHanks, get close enough to offer him a new

approach to handling life’s challenges, and a chance to turn over

a new leaf—this time with a true and compassionate friend stand-

ing by his side.

Pay especially close attention to the scene near the end of the

film when Leonardo’s character, Frank, lets down his guard and

finds himself once more turning to his old coping patterns for

comfort. But this time, Carl, played by Tom Hanks, pursues him.

Carl catches Frank just as he is about to board the plane, and says,

“I’m gonna let you fly tonight, Frank. I’m not even going to try to

stop you, because I know you’ll be back on Monday.” To which

Frank replies,“Yeah?How do you know I’ll come back?”Carl’s reply

is short and to the point. “Look, Frank, nobody’s chasing you.”

Stop the movie and ask yourself how you have been spending

your misdirected potential—your intelligence, drive, ambition,

creativity, and perfectionism. Have you been perfecting the art of

running away, of dying? Because, if you choose to die, you will be
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very good at dying. But, if you choose to live—well, guess what—

you will find that you are equally good at saving your own life.

It is time to shift your awareness and intention daily toward liv-

ing; swing the loaded cannon of all that misdirected potential

around, point it at your eating disorder, and fire away.

Life Celebration Affirmation:

Choosing well involves a process of preparation. First, the ques-

tion must be asked and then answered:“Am I worth it?”

The answer, by the way, is always“Yes.”

But sometimes our mind still needs convincing. Sometimes we

spend so much time and effort trying to convince those around us

of something so we can avoid admitting to ourselves that we are the

only one who remains unconvinced.

So,now,begin to fertilize the field of your mind to welcome and

support this new blossoming of truth by affirming these or similar

words:

I deserve to make good choices for myself, and I can choose

well. I have no need to run anymore. I have the power, the

confidence, and the ability to stop, turn around, and make the best

choice in any given situation, without hesitation. I have already

proven to myself that I have everything I need to recover—well and

fully—from my eating disorder. I have intelligence, drive, ambition,

and creativity in spades—and I now put it to very good use as I pow-

erfully reclaim my one and only precious life!
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