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As a nationally ranked high school runner, nobody seemed to notice that Amber Sayer's weight
was dropping just as fast as her finish times. "PR" is a sports chronicle, a coming of age story,
and a cautionary report of one runner's simultaneous decent into anorexia and rise in the high
school track and cross-country rankings. Her honest account of a distressingly common
problem among high school and collegiate athletes takes readers through the disease's
progression and its unsettling parallels with her burgeoning running career. After losing more
than she ever anticipated, and incurring permanent physical and emotional damage, Sayer
struggles to overcome her severe case of anorexia and the sport's culture in which eating
disorders and their increasing prevalence remain dangerously taboo.
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Foreword I decided to write this memoir after an article by Barry Bearak appeared in the New
York Times called “Young Endurance Runners Draw Cheers and Concerns,” 4 about 10- and 12-
year-old sisters who compete in endurance races as long as 13+ miles. While the article was not
directly about the problems I had been wanting to bring to the fore, it seemed like a good starting
point. I had been tossing around the goal for some time of writing about my personal struggle
with anorexia and distance running. I felt like I was not emotionally strong enough to conjure up
such painful memories, and I also worried – and still do – that my honesty would reveal things
that would upset my family, friends, and others.This memoir chronicles my entry into the world of
elite young female distance runners and my battle with long-term, severe anorexia. In many
ways, the two fed into one another. I developed into a pretty good runner quickly, and then
became quite successful. Unfortunately, as a ten-year-old girl, I developed an eating disorder,
which was exacerbated when I began running competitively at the age of twelve. In many ways,
running fueled my eating disorder – the faster I ran, the less I wanted to eat, and the more I
wanted to run. Female runners’ performance tends to improve with reduced body fat, and as my
disease progressed through the end of my junior year of high school, my running improved – I
won several state championships, a New England Championship, and placed 2nd and 4th in two
major National Championships.I have worked in the fitness industry for the past seven years. It is
impossible, even without my background in exercise physiology and nutrition, to be unaware of
the obesity epidemic and the increasing number of sedentary children. I believe sports and
fitness are great for children. Besides being good for their health, sports teach teamwork, goal
setting, challenges and triumphs, patience, and the value of hard work. They give kids a sense
of pride and confidence. All that said, I think there are an increasing number of young children
these days that are doing too much, too soon. Kids are specializing in sports at young ages,
which can lead to overtraining injuries and burnout. I know of a 12-year old lacrosse player who
has already suffered three concussions, and a young soccer player who has already torn her
ACL twice.When I finally started overcoming my eating disorder, I was in my senior year of high
school, trying to figure out where to go to college. The trouble was, I didn’t know what I wanted.
Running and eating (or lack thereof) had consumed most of the previous eight years. I struggled
with my decision and chose a highly competitive DI school, which was an unhealthy fit at the
time. I transferred schools after one year. Even worse, I had immense difficulty running because
once I became a healthy weight, my body wasn’t used to carrying any weight and I was slow,



fragile, and unbelievably susceptible to injury.One of my motivations to write this memoir stems
from my desire to help prevent runners from being in my situation – a broken-down body,
memories of greatness, pain from the loss of that greatness, a missed childhood, isolation,
loneliness, and damage to relationships. I see photos of the top runners at my former high
school, pictures in the newspaper from the State Championships I used to run in, and other
images of “running sensations” that circulate on the Internet, and they all look the same to me:
dangerously thin. Do they all have eating disorders? Maybe not. Do they all restrict their calories
and/or run too much? Probably. As someone who’s been there, I feel so compelled to do
something to try and stop them, to shake some sense into them, to shine light on a problem
that’s obvious, yet overlooked. I have to at least try, even at the risk of upsetting the people that I
love. I cringe at the sight of photos of myself during my thinnest days in disbelief at what I did to
my body – and yet, a small piece of me will always miss running in the spotlight and racing at
such a high level that I was untouchable. Why do females have to be so thin to be great?It’s not
all bad. While my affliction with anorexia has been an incredibly tough battle for me to fight,
running has provided me with many of the best opportunities of my life and shaped who I am
today. I try to live my life without regrets. While I can’t say I regret running so much when I was
younger, I am very aware of the physical and emotional consequences I still deal with today.My
hope is that my experience with anorexia and the pursuit of distance running at an elite level,
while unique in some ways, can be used as a tool for athletes, coaches, parents, friends,
teammates, and peers to help address the pervasive issue of eating disorders in young female
distance runners and other athletes. I am very proud of the records I hold from high school and
my running performances, but truthfully, I am more proud of my ability to overcome such a
severe disease. In Amherst, Massachusetts, my name is linked to records on athletic plaques
displayed in the hallway of my former high school, and I’m sure my times are used by girls - not
much unlike myself - who are on the team working to improve their running. While I’m glad the
good parts – the fast times, the big smile, and the love of the sport – are remembered fondly, I
want girls to understand all the bad that came with that – both for me then, and that I will carry
with me my whole life.Michael Caine once said, “Be like a duck. Calm on the surface, but
paddling like the dickens underneath.” The underneath – the unhealthy desire to remain so lean
that I would be fast – is the part I never talked about. I feel guilty that as a role model for female
runners, especially in my hometown, I was not healthy. My goal is to try to improve the value of
my legacy by breathing truth into the struggles I faced, to try to influence others to be healthy
first, and fast second.

Dedication I dedicate this book to my family – for sticking with me during the disease, for seeing
past the mistakes I made and the lies I told, and for giving me a chance to be a better, stronger
adult. To my friends and teammates who stood by my side through the ups and downs, and to
the ones I lost and hurt on the journey – I am deeply sorry. To Arthur Keene, Christopher Gould,
Alison Wade, and Julie LaFreniere – the best coaches. To all the people who supported me then



and now. To everyone battling the disease - may you find the strength and courage to break free
with the love and support of your community. And to Ben, the best friend and husband I could
ever ask for. You have taught me that our interests do not define us. We are defined by our
personality, our passion, and by the way we lead our lives.

On a muggy morning in July 2002, I watched my sister, Emily, pull out of the driveway and head
to work. I took the stairs two at a time to my bedroom and threw on a tank top and running shorts.
My heart was racing; I was in a frenzied panic to get out the door running. My parents were both
at work, and Emily would be gone for a few hours. My running shoes still felt warm and damp
from the four-mile run I’d completed just three hours prior.It was the summer between my
sophomore and junior years of high school. I had already completed my “run” for the day, under
the watchful eyes of my family. This second run was my run, my time. I zeroed out my watch and
trotted down the driveway, my legs still slightly stiff from pushing through the morning run as fast
as possible. After all, I was only allowed to run thirty minutes per day. I had to go as fast as
possible to maximize the number of miles I could fit in.With the swiftness of gazelle, I flew down
the street toward the center of town, about to embark in my new favorite route – a solid ten-mile
course that took me through some quiet roads in my hometown. The sun was nearing its
maximum height, and the heat bounced off the pavement in visible blurry ripples. I didn’t mind.
Just push, Am. Let’s be a champ today.The run was unremarkable as far as my training was
concerned. It had recently become typical for me to complete two runs before noon. Nearly
effortlessly, I cranked out the ten miles in just under seventy minutes, panting and slowing my
pace to a staggered walk when I reached our driveway. My face was beet red. It’s a scorcher
today. The screen door slammed behind me as I entered my quiet home. With my sneakers still
on, I carelessly tracked mud on the kitchen floor as I walked over to the sink. I gulped down three
big glasses of water, and then took the sponge and cleaned up my dirty footprints.I went upstairs
to my bedroom to undress and jump in the shower, when I saw the scale next to my bureau. I
better weigh myself. Mom’s going to check me tomorrow. My clothes and shoes were saturated
with sweat and I was starting to feel dizzy. I tapped the scale with my foot: 0.0. Then I stepped
on. The five-second deliberation time for my weight to be reported seemed to stretch on forever.
68.0. 68 pounds in clothes and shoes?! I stared at the number in disbelief. Uh oh. Even in the
depths of my anorexia, I knew that was too low. I thought I was still at least 75 pounds, and my
parents thought I was in the low 80s. I took off my shoes and my running clothes and went down
the hall to our laundry hamper to bury them near the bottom, hiding the evidence of my
clandestine run. Then I got in the shower.Lying in my bed awake that night, I peeked under the
covers at my skeletal body. God, help me. And yet like every other day, when morning came, my
mind resumed its obsession with consuming as little food as possible and running as much as I
could.

1.“The Happiest Girl in the World” As a child, I was nicknamed “the happiest girl in the world,”



and I was, due to my endless energy, a supportive family that provided me with everything I
needed, and self-confidence that could not be shattered. Every week I had a different dream,
and I imagined all of them possible.My parents described me as a fun-loving ball of energy,
curious about the world with love for everything and everyone. I was very hyperactive, intelligent,
and sweet. I loved to learn, to play, to be outside, and to spend time with the family. I also
enjoyed tinkering with “inventions,” working at my arts and crafts table to make dioramas, origami
creations, dollhouses out of cardboard boxes and sponges, or anything imaginable and
unimaginable with pipe cleaners, felt, clay, glitter, and junk my mom would give me. I liked to
disassemble electronics to investigate how they worked, and pretend to be a detective and
wander around the house trying to solve “mysteries.”I was also very resourceful. In our
household, my parents taught us to make our own fun, to create something out of nothing, and
that we weren’t going to spend a lot of money on things we didn’t absolutely need. We were not
particularly poor when I was young, but I was the youngest of three girls and my mom only
worked part-time as an aerobics instructor until I was six years old. She had taken time off from
mental health nursing to raise my sisters and me. My parents had no money when they first
started dating. They grew from nothing – a couple on food stamps that used a cardboard box as
a kitchen table. I believe this taught them to spend very wisely, watch income and expenses, and
that happiness does not necessarily come from money.You can do plenty without spending
much. We clipped coupons on Sunday nights and sorted them by food type in a blue index card
box that was stored prominently in the kitchen. Friday nights, we gathered around the table
scouring the classified ads for the garage sales the next morning. We circled the ads that
sounded promising for things my mom needed for the house, and then planned our route to
ensure that we would hit the “biggest” sales first before the good stuff sold. We got all of our
clothes from our older cousin, who passed them to Ashleigh (my oldest sister), then Emily, and
finally to me. Tag sales, the Salvation Army, or the secondhand clothing store in the center of our
town, Amherst, Massachusetts, were the only places we ever purchased clothing.This mentality
encouraged my sisters and me to play very creatively when we were young. Until I was five years
old, I grew up in an old farmhouse in Brookline, New Hampshire – one of the least populated
towns in the state. My sisters and I invented games such as “Old Friend.” I was the “old friend”
and my two sisters were the “new friends.” My job was to scavenge our yard and gardens for
various “requests” while they sat up in the tree. Then they would lower a pail on a rope to me. I
would fill it with the goods, and they would reel it up, sending me on my way for another
bucketful. I’d run around gathering strawberries, snap peas, or sometimes just acorns to give to
the “new friends.” It certainly sounds sad in retrospect, but at the time, I just felt happy to have a
role in the game and content that I was outside playing.It wasn’t until I was in elementary school
that it became apparent to me that I did not always have what other kids seemed to. For
instance, the first pairs of new store-bought pants my parents ever bought for me were two pairs
we got at the Gap on vacation, right before I started seventh grade. I was so excited about the
pairs of my brand-new pants that I saved the price tags and taped them in my journal with an



arrow that said “New REAL pants!!” I proudly wore one of the pairs to school on the first day of
seventh grade. A popular girl from my elementary school said, “Eww. You wear cargo pants?
Those are for boys!” Man, was my self-esteem rattled. I kept my hands plastered at my sides the
rest of the day to try and cover the pockets that fell mid-way down the leg.I was also self-
conscious about my food in elementary school. My mom never bought packaged snacks or
boxed cereals. She made her own vats of healthy granola for us that we kept in the freezer. A
typical snack for school was a small chunk of mozzarella cheese off the block, smashed into
cling wrap – a mock string cheese. Girl Scout Cookies were the only exception for packaged
“regular” food that we had, because we were very involved in Girl Scouting – even my father was
part of the troop. Kids in elementary school love to trade food. No one would ever trade with me.
One time, I managed to trade Girl Scout Cookies for a Fruit Roll-Up. Why I saw that trade as a
big victory on my end blows my mind, but I really wanted the Fruit Roll-Up. I felt so cool to have a
wrapper that I kept crinkling it to get attention, as if to say, “Look, me too!” I ended up saving the
wrapper and pulling it out on other days, pretending I had just finished my Fruit Roll -Up like
everyone else so I could fit in better. Eventually I taped it in my notebook.We also only received
toys at Christmas or for our birthdays. My parents were not the type to buy us a toy when we
were at a toy store, or out and about at any store. As a child, this is an amazingly difficult pill to
swallow. A child psychologist has since informed me that kids view play as their job. Hardworking
kids want new toys so they can expand the duties of their job. When I was in sixth grade,
Nanopets and Tamagotchis became all the rage. I desperately wanted one, but my parents said
they were junk and a waste of money. After realizing my pestering was not getting me anywhere,
I took it in my own hands to make my own. I colored one of those small white cardboard boxes
that jewelry comes in, and drew buttons and a fake screen with glitter pens. I would put it in my
pocket and bring it to school. I told my friends I had one, and after showing the first girl my “new
Tamagotchi,” she laughed at me. So I kept it concealed in my pocket and said “it was sleeping.”
When I would take a bathroom break at school, I’d hide in the stall playing with my Tamagotchi,
pretending to feed it and exercise it, like the real ones.I was a child that did lots of activities and
was fascinated by lots of things. I played numerous sports, was a Girl Scout from age four
through the end of high school, participated on an Odyssey of the Mind team for several years,
took piano, flute, and oboe lessons, played in a chamber music group, and did my own home
research projects on various science topics such as crystals, constellations, and layers of the
earth’s crust. I took Japanese lessons with my sisters from age six to eleven, I enjoyed putting
together as many jigsaw puzzles in an hour or two as I could assemble, and I loved board
games. I was always laughing, making jokes, or asking Mom if I could help her in the kitchen. I
loved cooking and wanted to be like my mom. If I was well behaved, she’d take me with her to
the Farmer’s Market in town on Saturday mornings and buy me a honey stick or a piece of maple
candy – rare treats that I loved.Our family was very close-knit. We spent the majority of our free
time together. Our hobbies were a bit on the odd side – the main family activity was contra
dancing. It’s hard to call this just a hobby, because we were die-hard participants. I started going



to contra dances when I could barely walk, and began learning the moves when I was three. My
parents would take us to the local dances in New Hampshire, where we were living at the time,
and we would dance until we were tired. Then they would roll out our sleeping bags in the corner
of the dance hall and go to sleep until our parents were done dancing for the night. They would
carry us in our bags out to the car.When we were older, we went to a dance in Greenfield, MA,
every Friday night and occasionally went to a local dance on Saturday nights as well. Several
times per year, we would go on “Contra Dance Vacations.” These were weekend or week-long
folk dancing extravaganzas. I grew up around folk music. All of the contra dancers knew us, and I
learned many by name. Wayne would always pull a magic trick out of his pocket to entertain me,
and Ralph came armed with riddles.We enjoyed many outdoor activities such as camping,
hiking, backpacking, cross-country skiing, biking, and badminton. Weekend days, after chores
were done, we played board games, swam in the pool during the summer, helped my mom with
the gardening, or did all of the various errands together, all five of us in the car. We did spend
time with friends, but that was a significantly smaller amount of time than family time. The vast
majority of everything we did, including Girl Scouts, all five of us did together. My sisters were my
best friends.Sometimes people have asked me if my mom played in a role in the development of
my anorexia. My mom was always the thinnest woman I knew. In fact, the irony is that during the
peak of my anorexia, when I was about half the weight I should have been for my height, some of
my peers asked me if my mom had an eating disorder because hers seemed more apparent
than mine. My mom has never admitted to having an eating disorder, although spending any
amount of time with her clearly indicates that she has disordered eating and a skewed body
image.My true belief is that almost everything plays a role, and it is how these factors interact
that increases or decreases the chances of developing a severe eating disorder. Part of it was
certainly my personality. I am a driven, Type A person, the type that research studies tend to
show have a higher propensity for disordered eating, particularly anorexia nervosa. At the same
time, I felt largely inadequate. I constantly compared myself to my sisters because I spent nearly
all of my time with them. My sisters were older than me, and in childhood development, each
year brings a lot of change – increased knowledge, maturity, improvement in fine motor skills,
and the like. Beginning when I was five, I started comparing myself to them, not understanding
that I deserved a handicap because I was younger.I started piano when I was four, a year after
they had already been playing. I struggled to master rhythm, even though I learned to read music
quickly. Ashleigh and Emily were great, and, because they were both at a similar advanced level,
they played duets together. I played by myself and cried during my lessons a few times when I
was told my rhythm was terrible. Holly, our teacher, was not gentle. One time, she made me
stomp out the rhythm of a song in our front yard, my eyes blurry with tears. She also gave us “ear
training” homework: a recording of her playing various chords. Our job was to write the notes or
chords she was playing. I was terrible at this, and always scored lower than Ashleigh and Emily. I
used to get butterflies in my stomach every Wednesday on the bus home from school, panicking
about my impending lesson: 30 minutes of torture.We took private Japanese lessons together



with a teacher that would come to our house. I almost always scored lower in quizzes, struggled
at the competitive games to answer as rapidly, and was not as quick at mastering the language.
Our teacher did not help bring light to the fact that I was simply younger. She often compared us
out loud and reprimanded me for getting something incorrect that Ashleigh and Emily knew. I
had behavioral problems that my parents had never dealt with in my older sisters. My teachers,
on multiple occasions, told my parents that I was out of control. Neither Emily nor Ashleigh had
ADHD, and both were always praised for being well-behaved role models in class. I was the kid
whose parents got notes and calls about the ways I interrupted, distracted, or otherwise derailed
a lesson in school. I felt like I disappointed them.

2.The Ball Pit It is difficult to pinpoint what exactly changed me. One day, I was a child who
looked in the mirror and saw a superhero; the next, I saw someone worthless and inadequate.
This was probably largely due to feeling like I was disappointing my parents, that I could not
control my behavior even though I genuinely wanted to, and my perception that I was not living
up to the expectations of others.Many experts think anorexia develops somewhat unconsciously.
Perhaps, because I was so young, it was different for me, but it was definitely a conscious
decision. The irony is, even though running would become the main motivation behind my
prolonged restriction of food, when I began having problems with eating, I wasn’t even a runner
yet. On top of that, I was already the smallest in my elementary school class, and I certainly did
not need to lose any weight. I had always been a slow grower and below the 5th percentile for
height and weight for my age, even as a toddler. However, none of this ended up convincing me
that I did not need to lose weight.There were a few key elements that I think contributed to the
development of my eating disorder. The first occurred around early December when I was in the
fifth grade – 10 years old. I didn’t know very much at all about puberty, and frankly, everything I
did know scared me to death. I liked being a kid, and the only experience I had with “teenagers”
was through my oldest sister, Ashleigh. One particularly vivid memory occurred when we were
en route to Cape Cod to visit my grandparents. We were at a music recital of some sort and
Ashleigh and my mom spent forever in the bathroom (or what seemed like forever). As I
impatiently continued to evaluate the holdup, I heard words that stuck with me. Period. Blood.
Napkin to stop bleeding. I didn’t know what a period was, but I was worried that Ashleigh was
dying. I knew it had something to do with crying, blood, and bathrooms. That night when we got
to Cape Cod, we all assumed our usual sleeping positions – the kids in the basement, my
parents upstairs. I lay awake on my grandma’s red couch. As my sisters slept peacefully, I
watched the numbers flip on the clock, its hum my only company. Is Ashleigh going to die from
“the period?” Somehow, I temporarily got over it, and heard nothing about periods until fifth
grade. I still wasn’t sure what my sister “had” and if she was okay.In fifth grade we had health
units through a program called The Great Body Shop. One week, the topic of puberty surfaced. I
can’t recall anything about the lesson except learning more about the infamous period – and the
overwhelming feeling of fear that filled me. It sounded awful. The key thing that I learned through



the lesson was that at a certain body fat percentage, boys and girls would begin going through
puberty. It became my mission to stay a kid for as long as I could by keeping low body fat. I didn’t
exactly know what this meant, or how to do it, yet I was an extremely bright child. I knew if I ate
less, I’d be less fat, and that was really all the information that I needed.The second major thing
that happened during this time was a family scandal of sorts. To this day, it’s not something I
know much about, but the basic information that is important to know is that my parents were
called in to an emergency meeting at the middle school where Ashleigh was an eighth grader.
My sister was implicated in cocaine use by several of her peers, and this was brought to the
attention of my parents. The only things I knew about drugs were from the D.A.R.E (Drug Abuse
Resistance Education) Program, and I was pretty sure my sister would never be one of those
movie characters with needles coming out of her arms. My mom didn’t say anything when she
picked me up from school that day. In fact, I believe we canceled the Girl Scouts’ meeting. I
overheard my mother, father, and Ashleigh talking that afternoon, but I really had no idea what
was going on.That evening, I went to a joint birthday party for three of my friends at Kidsports – a
local recreation facility. Like all small towns, the ladies of Amherst loved to gossip. As I was
playing on scooters with my friends at the party, I heard a group of several of the moms talking
about the drug scandal that day, because they had older daughters my sister’s age who were
involved in the accusations of my sister. I scooted over within earshot to listen to the story. They
were all saying my sister was a drug addict and then one of the mothers mentioned my name –
“The little girl wearing yellow, Amber, yeah, she’s her sister.” I felt ashamed and confused. I left
my little red scooter and tiptoed to the ball pit. I buried myself under a pile of plastic balls while
the rest of the kids ran to the table for pizza and cake. I figured as long as I was hidden, I was
safe and so was my sister. I was relieved to miss the gathering of people eating pizza and cake. I
didn’t want other kids pointing or staring at me. I felt that by hiding away, I had successfully
controlled the situation.The party was a sleepover, and everyone dragged their sleeping bags all
over the structure at Kidsports. I stayed put in the ball pit. I wanted people to forget about me,
and luckily none of the parents ever came looking. Even as my stomach rumbled and I
eventually became cold under the plastic balls, I felt a sense of safety. I felt like I was protecting
my family. Moreover, I felt rewarded that I had not eaten the pizza and cake. It’s what my family
would want, I thought.The night stretched on minute by minute. Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone
say bad things about you, Ash. When morning finally came and kids started to leave, I stealthily
climbed out of the ball pit and waited for my parents to get me. It was a quiet ride home. I was
tired from my sleepless night, and my parents looked much more exhausted. I knew that home
must have been tense.To this day, I believe Ashleigh was not using or involved with any drugs,
but because that was the worry, my parents, rightfully so, became extremely obsessed that this
may be the case. I felt like I was becoming the background – a shadow without a face. My needs
became less important; my behavior went unnoticed.The trouble was, I always had some
insecurities, but at the time I didn’t know where they came from. As the youngest of three girls, I
always felt somehow like I was a disappointment. My two older sisters are honestly angels. I had



nothing but the best role models. They were smart, helpful, cheerful, well-behaved, organized,
and beautiful. I, although smart, was the only one with behavioral problems – and pretty severe
ADHD from a young age. My father couldn’t stand my hyperactivity or wild energy. When I
crossed the line in his opinion (which, I think, was set much too low for a five-, six-, or seven-year
old), or my silliness got the better of him, he took out his frustration on me physically. I never
once saw him scold either of my sisters the way he scolded me when I was in trouble. This may
be due to the fact that they did not get on his nerves as much – or perhaps being the youngest, I
was just the straw that broke the camel’s back. As a result, I became scared of him and felt like
he didn’t love me as much as he loved Ashleigh or Emily.I was constantly reprimanded
throughout elementary school, particularly when I was younger, for being out of control, being a
distraction to others, not being in control of my body or my laughter. I could not sit still. In first
grade, we had a classroom store. Kids would bring in old toys to resell in the store, and we would
earn paper coins at the end of each day based on good behavior – things like being quiet during
circle time, helping hand out papers, or standing quietly in line. Being so hyper lent itself to
earning very few coins every day.My best friend in first grade was a Japanese exchange student,
Shotaro. He knew not a lick of English and was the sweetest, most helpful little boy. Our
“conversations” were either silent, simultaneous play, or consisted of hand gestures, nods, and
smiles. Shotaro racked up so many coins that sometimes, if he felt very bad for me, he’d sneak
me one in the parking lot where I would wait before my mom would pick me up. On Wednesdays,
we had the chance to “shop” at the classroom store with our coins. I never had enough money.
There was a pink periscope I had my eye on, but when it was my turn to shop and I only had
fifteen cents ($1.35 less than I needed), Corey Winkler snatched it up. He also bought the
Cabbage Patch Kid – my second choice.Meanwhile, I felt like I was disappearing from my
parents’ attention after the incident with Ashleigh the night of the Kidsports party. No one at
home wanted to play with me; it felt like my stories didn’t matter. I quietly tried to fly under the
radar in my bedroom. This brings me to the last piece of the puzzle.Some weeks later, we took a
family trip to Boston, where we often enjoyed going. After a day at the Museum of Science and
walking around Cambridge, we went to eat at a food court. Normally, this would be a very “un-
Sayer” activity, but for some reason, we ended up here for dinner. I remember it being one of the
first times I was ever in a food court. The multitude of colors, lights, booths, food choices, and
smells immediately overwhelmed me. I think my parents were also bewildered, and they split us
up to divide and conquer the challenge of purchasing dinner. Dad took my sisters; Mom took
me.My mom was a health nut. She raised us vegetarian, she was a runner herself –embarking
on 3-4 mile runs every morning at 5:30 a.m. while I still lay in bed – and we always ate health
food. On this particular day, I desperately wanted to win the approval of my mom. It had been
several weeks since the incident with my sister, and with each passing week, I felt like I was
slipping further from her halo of attention. This issue came on top of the usual fear that I had
never seemed to be at all like my mom, and I worried that was the reason why she was
frequently disappointed in me. As we walked anxiously around the food court, Mom asked me



what I wanted to eat, offering to get me anything I wanted. After a minute of deliberation, I said, “I
want what you are having.” Mom said she was going to have just a salad, and I probably wanted
something else. Deep down I wanted the soft-serve ice cream sundae with hot fudge. I salivated
as I imagined digging my big plastic spoon into a cup teeming with toppings. Snapping back to
reality, I replied, “That’s okay. I want a salad like you!”As our family squished together into the
booth that night eating our finds, I felt happy to look over and see Mom and I eating the same
thing. For the first time in years, I felt like “Mommy’s girl.” That night when we were leaving the
food court, my mom took my hand and said, “I’m so proud of you for choosing a healthy salad
when you could have had any of the food there.” I felt like I had won her approval, and I had just
discovered a secret to her heart. (Now that I am a mature adult, I understand that there was no
secret to her heart – I already had it. But kids can misinterpret things.)So I took these pieces of
information – that I needed to have as little body fat as I could to remain a kid, and I should eat
like Mom for her to love me more and for me to be less of a disappointment – to synthesize an
action plan: I would begin to diet. I grew up in a fat-phobic family, because that was the era.
Susan Powter championed the slogan “fat makes you fat.” When my sisters and I were growing
up, my family definitely embraced Powter’s message, so that’s what I “knew” about dieting. I
quickly learned how to read nutrition labels, how many calories were in certain foods, and how to
make lower fat choices – things many American adults still don’t know. (As an aside, now that it’s
2013, we know that Susan Powter was wrong – fat does not make you fat, in and of itself.) I didn’t
really understand the concept of counting calories, but it was only grams of fat I thought I
needed to be concerned with. I remember trying to count all the grams of fat consumed each
day on my fingers in the shower and wanting less than fifteen. Fifteen was good for Sundays –
pancake and homemade pizza day. Every other day, it needed to be less than that.I had no
trouble sticking with this plan because we lived in a very “low-fat” house. Basically all of our
choices were low-fat, and I would opt for the lowest fat option. I remember in sixth grade, since I
packed my own lunches and snacks for school, I started to change what I brought. There had
been times I would bring a Lender’s bagel with cream cheese (low-fat of course), as well as
various other snacks. I switched to jelly on the bagel instead of cream cheese, since it had no fat.
Additionally, I noticed that one of the packages of Lender’s cinnamon raisin bagels had zero
grams of fat, while another package with just a slightly darker label had one gram of fat. It was
my mission to be the “bagel-fetcher” during grocery shopping excursions so I could make sure
the freezer was stocked with the fat-free variety.Another important change I made was to cut out
“junk food” that contained fat, which was most junk food. As a child, I always had a prominent
sweet tooth. I loved ice cream, cupcakes, cookies, doughnuts, you name it. We rarely ate any of
the pastry-type items, but we had ice cream (again low-fat) nearly every night before bed. Once
my diet began, I stopped eating corn chips, Girl Scout cookies, and homemade cookies –
basically all of the few non-health foods we ate. With the exception of a small mug of frozen
yogurt most nights after dinner, this remained a restriction throughout the anorexia.



3.“Pound for Pound, You’re the Strongest of the Sayers” Both of my parents ran recreationally.
Their daily endeavor was never a big part of my relationship with them, and something I knew
very little about because it took place before I woke up, and they never participated in races in
my childhood. When I was in sixth grade, Ashleigh was a freshman in high school and joined the
cross-country team.I was a fairly athletic child. Born into an active family, I had to keep up, even
though I was the youngest. My mom was an aerobics instructor when I was still in diapers, and I
would take swimming lessons while she taught class. When I got a little older, I’d wear the
bathing suit to her class instead of the pool and jump around with the older women. I learned to
take my pulse when I was four. I thought it was so cool that all the people were looking to Mom to
tell them how to move. Plus, the music was sassy and I liked the steps.As a family, we did long,
hilly bike treks and hikes up to twelve miles long with 30-pound packs. This was their idea of fun.
I complained. Because I was so small for my age, even as a young child, the trips were
exhausting. My dad often hung back with me as I struggled to pedal up the steep hills of the
Vermont countryside. “Pound for pound, you’re the strongest of the Sayers,” he’d tell me.I hung in
there during all of the physical excursions, and I was strong and tough because of them. My
endurance was great. I started formal soccer and basketball on the community recreational
leagues in fourth grade, and I could outrun all the girls. Coaches called me the Energizer Bunny.
In fact, one of our basketball coaches drafted a play where I literally ran around in crazy patterns,
trying to tire out my defender. With little legs, I wasn’t especially fast, but I could keep going.In
the spring at my elementary school, starting in fourth or fifth grade, we did the mile run on the
cinder track as part of the physical education curriculum. I don’t remember running well those
first two years – probably because I got distracted with the task and made a dandelion crown
halfway through – but in sixth grade, with a pair of jeans and Timberland hiking boots, I ran 8:08.
I beat most of the boys, except two who lived in Amherst woods and were known as “the
athletes.” My physical education teacher, who also happened to be one of my neighbors, told me
I should run cross-country in middle school – just a few months away. I felt proud, like there was
a job for me that I should fulfill. Cross-country? Just like Ashleigh, and she doesn’t even know
that Ashleigh runs!Another thing about my childhood personality was that I believed in “signs.” It
wasn’t anything I ever verbalized, and in fact, I didn’t call them “signs” in my head, but I believed
things I saw and connected dots on my own to create what I considered the full picture. For
instance, when we were kids, my sisters and I would have a sleepover every Christmas Eve. We
would crowd in Emily’s room – Ashleigh and Emily in the bunk beds, and me on the floor in my
sleeping bag. My dad would read us The Polar Express and The Night Before Christmas. After
he would leave, my sisters and I would talk about all the gifts we hoped we would be getting
come morning and discuss evidence we had amassed as to why we thought someone might be
getting a specific gift. “Well when I was with Mom at CVS, I SAW her buy the Tic-Tacs you
like!”When I was six-years old, wise, honest Ashleigh told me that Santa Claus was not real. I
was in shock, as I’m sure all kids are at that age. I didn’t believe her and I made it my mission to
try to prove that he was real. Earlier that December I had drafted a list of gifts I wanted for



Christmas, and after Ashleigh laughed and pointed out the fact that nothing was spelled
correctly, I tearfully threw my list away. I never showed the wish list to my parents, and when they
asked what I wanted, I’m sure I shrugged and said “arts and crafts.” However, one of the things I
listed – and to this day I have no idea why – was a fish. Well, Christmas morning, I got a fish from
Santa. How would Mom and Dad have known?The following year, there was a bigger log to
throw on the fire. “Santa” brought Emily a rabbit. Yet, that morning on our way home from church I
saw a rabbit in a big cage in the back of Dad’s car. He must have bought her a rabbit too, but
when he saw that Santa brought her one overnight, Dad figured he needed to return the one he
chose. I still don’t know if there were two rabbits, a miscommunication between parents, or a
quickly-moved cage. Needless to say, these were strong “signs” to me that Santa existed, and I
was pretty confident he did until a year or so later, when I’m sure clearer “signs” proved he
didn’t.Back to the gym teacher. Her suggestion that I should run cross-country, without even
knowing that was an activity my family members did, was a “sign” to me that I was destined to
run. It was on that afternoon, panting breathlessly in the field after running the mile, that I
decided I should be a runner.Throughout middle school, I continued to play soccer and
basketball on the recreational teams. I had dropped softball after seventh grade because I was
utterly terrible. But the older I got, the more substantial my injuries became. Game day was
slaughter day. During basketball games, I ran fearlessly into girls almost twice my weight, and
would get tripped up and then go flying head-first into the gym floor like a catapult, the other girl
standing strong like a wall in my tracks. I got bloody noses, scraped knees, bruises that made
me look like a plum, and yet I kept on playing. I was aggressive. Finally my parents decided it
was too painful to watch the dozens of tumbles, and they pulled me from contact sports. Cross-
country it would be.The first day of cross-country in seventh grade, I re-met the girl who would
become my best friend through my senior year of high school – Samantha Winters.1* I say re-
met, because we had seen each other about once a year since I was five-years old at a mutual
friend’s birthday party. But because Samantha lived in Shutesbury, we had nothing to do with
each other except that one day a year at Brooke’s party. I actually always felt a little threatened
by Samantha as a young child. Seeing myself as Brooke’s best friend, I wondered, who’s this
other girl that always comes here?Samantha and I saw each other at the benches in front of the
school where interested seventh graders were told to meet. Sheepishly, we approached one
another after seeing that neither one of us had brought a friend to the first practice. It was
friendship at first sight.Janda, our coach, was a tall, lean, shaven-legged super-athlete. He had
calves bigger than any I had ever seen in real life, and an Adam’s apple that literally looked like
an apple glued onto his neck. I was scared. “We are going to head down to the track and run,” he
said. And that’s what we did. All he wanted to do was see how many laps we could do without
stopping or giving up. When you were done running, you went to the water fountain to stretch. I
ran around and around the track. I think I did seven laps (about 1.75 miles)– which, for a seventh-
grade girl, was killer. I hung with a group of boys. After practice, Janda pulled me aside. “You’re
good. Have you run before?” I told him that I had trained some during the summer and that my



family had runners in it. “Good.” Practices were fun. I ran with him and a group of boys. We would
stop and walk at times, but I quickly improved my endurance.My first race was the Amherst
Invitational Two-Mile Middle School race at Hampshire College. I had never run any sort of road
race or track race in my life. I was nervous but excited. I knew I could run two miles without
walking, because I had already done it in practice – but when the gun went off, everything
changed. Running was hard! I got a buckling side stitch a quarter-mile into the race. Every
breath was painful. I held my side and limped on. Atop a small hill under a tree, about a mile
through the race, I saw my dad. “Can I stop?” I asked. “Keep going, Am,” he urged, sounding
somewhat miffed that I even asked. I didn’t want to let him down. I kept going. I finished tenth in
15:21. I was the first seventh grader on my team to finish, and that made me proud. I was
handed a green ribbon, and it was the first award I got that wasn’t just for participating. The gold
lettering sparkled in the bright September sun. I won this!I continued to improve throughout the
seventh grade cross-country season. I was doing increasingly better in races, loving every
minute of it. The season was short, however, and when it was over, a few friends and I decided
we would do the Junior Olympics. It was the first time I began to coach myself and decide how
long, where, and how fast I would train. Sometimes, in my solitude, I would recite Dad’s old
mantra through my head: pound for pound, you’re the strongest of the Sayers. Make them
proud.Every day after school, even as November brought her bitter air, I ran alone, with the goal
of running well at Junior Olympics. I wasn’t running much – maybe three miles – but I was
developing remarkable toughness and an ability to force myself to train, even when it felt like I
would rather go home and play. As I loped along the roads of Amherst, I would think about
running in the Olympics someday or winning a really big race. I wondered what breaking through
finish tape would feel like. I thought about the meaning of my dad’s mantra. I figured that if I was
smaller but still just as strong, I’d be even stronger “pound for pound.”
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The Guys, “A powerful story, powerfully written.. Sayer's inspiring and troubling story is told with
tremendous bravery and honesty, as well as a unique writer's voice that kept me reading longer
than most other books do. While her specific circumstances, achievements, and recovery may
be unique, it's a story that takes place among other runners, teammates and rivals, many of
whom (according to statistics) silently dealt with similar issues with eating disorders. It is
staggering to think of how common a problem eating disorders are in high school and college
athletics. PR shows that the author cares tremendously about the girls who follow her in the
sport and about having the running community confront this unspoken problem in order to
change. That said, I found myself laughing with Sayer's hilarious personality and rooting for her
in each of the races she vividly writes about just as often as I was beside myself, upset about her
anorexia. The bottom line is that it's a powerful story, and just as powerfully written. I would
recommend PR to runners as well as anyone who enjoys a great book.”

M, “thought provoking and insightful. A glimpse inside the mind of someone who battled a
mental illness and has opened their wounds to let others see and hopefully grow from insight
and thoughts. This book may focus on eating disorders and specifically anorexia, but it touches
on something deeper than even that, self worth and the role it plays in all our lives. The value a
being has on this earth is about so much more than outward appearances and few of us know
the true value of our selves. This book uncovers one person's battle to overcome her own
demons and shows others how to maybe express their inner thoughts as well.”

Sheri M., “A must read for young female runners, their coaches and families. As a parent and a
runner, I think this book should be on the shelves of high school libraries and in the offices of
every track or field coach, so that it is available to any athlete. Amber's story shows how things
go can wrong for a young competitive athlete even in caring families and strong school systems.
Her delivery is straight forward and honest. It is just the right length to get her message across
and keep the reader engaged. I would also suggest this book for parents of athletes, even if they
do not think issues of food disorders and overtraining are affecting their child, as she makes it
very clear how driven an athlete can be to hide their destructive behavior. The author allows the
reader a view from "inside" the sport of competitive running and food disorders that is just not
visible to those who aren't directly involved.”

LBR, “Raw. Startling. Inspiring. Excellent.. The title of this review is reflective of the progression
of emotions as you read this book. Amber Sayer's memoir details her struggle to run
competitively with an eating disorder, and is both eye opening and enlightening. We often shy
away from talking about eating disorders, but I think the intent of this piece is to create dialog
around the disease so that we can better understand how it works, and hopefully address in
ourselves or others. The writing progresses chronologically, but is often broken up by short,



interesting chapters of "memories" that make for a quick read. The details of the life of a
competitive runner are also interesting to those of us who have never been involved in highly
competitive sports.I am amazed by the strength of the author, not only to train (and win) in
competitive running, but also to tell her story of struggling with anorexia.I HIGHLY recommend
this read.”

M. Lerner, “A valuable and honest story. Amber Sayer shares a difficult experience in this book
with great honesty. It's such an important story to tell. As another reviewer said, I think this is a
valuable book for any young athlete to read, but also for anyone struggling with a personal
difficulty such as addiction or problems with self esteem. I'm sure that Sayer's courage in
confronting her disease will be inspirational to people trying to do the same, as well as
informative and comforting for the people in their lives.”

Ivan Chow, “PR worth a read!. I happen to know the Sayer family personally. We lived in the
same neighborhood, and one of my children raced with her on the Amherst team. Having
witnessed Amber's rise to high school prominence, and now become fully aware of all she went
through, I can say with confidence that this is a woman of character and determination, who
didn't and will not allow even the ghost and ravages of anorexia to prevent her from becoming
completely fulfilled as a woman or runner. The book is a personal reflection, so don't expect it to
be neatly tied together like a novel or a doctored biography. It's hard to read sometimes,
especially when it addresses intimate affairs of the body and heart. It also threatens to keep you
awake thinking about the disneyfied values that western society places upon success. So
beware! Read with caution and an open mind, with empathy for a courageous soul, and hope for
your own.”

Ed, “Excellent insight into one woman's eating disorder. So I read this book recently and was
expecting a rather dry recitation of why anorexia is a bad thing and how it has a negative impact
on your health. What I got instead from this book was a very personal look inside of the day to
day mind of an eating disordered person. The book--I think perhaps without actually trying--
illuminates how such a person thinks in many different situations. Of course, this is not a
scientific study, so the observations are not necessarily generalizable. That said, this book
would be useful not only to anorectic people themselves but also to their families and friends as
well as to the professional folks who can provide some treatments.  A really worthwhile read.”

The book by C.L. Griffin has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 60 people have provided feedback.
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