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#1 New York Times bestselling author of Women Food and God“A life-changing book.”—
OprahIn this moving and intimate book, Geneen Roth, bestselling author of Feeding the Hungry
Heart and Breaking Free from Compulsive Eating, shows how dieting and emotional eating often
become a substitute for intimacy. Drawing on her own painful personal experiences, as well as
the candid stories of those she has helped in her seminars, Roth examines the crucial issues
that surround emotional eating: need for control, dependency on melodrama, desire for what is
forbidden, and the belief that one wrong move can mean catastrophe. She shows why many
people overeat in an attempt to satisfy their emotional hunger, and why weight loss frequently
just uncovers a new set of problems. But her welcome message is that change is possible. This
book will help readers break destructive, self-perpetuating patterns and learn to satisfy all the
hungers—physical and emotional—that make us human.
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should eat that I didn’t want. As I began spinning a world in which there were only two players,
food and me, my capacity to be affected by other people diminished greatly. By the time I was
twenty-eight, nothing mattered to me except being thin.After the publication of Feeding the
Hungry Heart and Breaking Free, after I reached my natural weight and stayed there, I
discovered that it wasn’t being thin I wanted, it was getting thin.As long as my attention was
consumed by what I ate, what size clothes I wore, how much cellulite I had on the backs of my
legs, and what my life would be like when I finally lost the weight, I could not be deeply hurt by
another person. My obsession with weight was more dramatic and certainly more immediate
than anything that happened between me and a friend or lover. When I did feel rejected by
someone, I reasoned that she or he was rejecting my body, not me, and that when I got thin,
things would be different.I thought I wanted to be thin; I discovered that what I wanted was to be
invulnerable.Then I met Matt, a man with whom I wanted to spend my life. After the initial bliss of
falling in love, I came face to face with myself and discovered I was like a child who spends her
time in a fantasy world and doesn’t know how to play with real children. I didn’t know how to
engage myself deeply with a person, only with food.I had friends, good friends, a best friend. I
had lovers; I had been in one relationship for seven years. But I am not speaking of friends or
lovers. I am speaking of intimacy, of surrender, trust, and a willingness to face, rather than run
from, the worst of myself.The wonderful thing about food is that it doesn’t leave, talk back, or
have a mind of its own. The difficult thing about people is that they do. Food was my lover for
seventeen years and demanded nothing of me. Which was exactly the way I wanted it.A few
years ago, Glamour magazine conducted a survey of 33,000 women called “Feeling Fat in a
Thin Society.” Seventy-five percent of the respondents said they felt too fat. The women were
asked if their weight affected their feelings about themselves; 96 percent said it did. Given the
choice of losing weight, happiness in a relationship, success at work, or hearing from an old
friend, nearly half the women said losing weight would make them happier than anything
else.The issue is the same and different for men. Most men are less focused on their weight than
women are, but there are many men for whom judgments about their weight and low self-
confidence are painfully connected. These men have a different burden from that of women,
because it is rarely acceptable for them to express or receive support when they are in this kind
of pain—especially since it’s about a ‘woman’s issue.’ For both men and women, the focus on
food provides a distraction from underlying issues of trust and intimacy. We’d rather lose weight
than be close to another human being. We’d rather focus on our bodies than love or be loved. It’s
safer: we know where the pain will come from, we’re in control.During the first two years I spent
with Matt, I found myself struggling with the same patterns I thought I had resolved years before
with my eating. Worse, I felt like a child again, reacting to the long-forgotten fears of being left,
being unloved, being crazy. As I struggled on a daily basis to bring myself to the present moment
and remind myself that I was thirty-five, not five, and this was Matt, not my mother or father, I was
struck by the similarities between eating and loving.Eating is a metaphor for the way we live; it is
also a metaphor for the way we love. Excessive fantasizing, creating drama, the need to be in



control, and wanting what is forbidden are behaviors that block us from finding joy in food or
relationships. And some of the same guidelines that enable us to break free from compulsive
behavior—learning to stay in the present, beginning to value ourselves now, giving the hungry
child within us a voice, trusting our physical and emotional hungers, and teaching ourselves to
receive pleasure—enable us to be intimate with another person.For the past twelve years I’ve
been leading workshops about breaking free from compulsive eating, and recently, about eating
and intimacy. I work with a few thousand people each year. Two out of four women in my
workshops have been sexually abused as children; more than half of the participants are adult
children of alcoholics. Most people come from troubled families. Yet they believe that food and
weight are their biggest problems. They believe that if they lost weight, they would be fine,
although most of them have lost significant amounts of weight five, ten, twenty times in their lives
—and weren’t fine. They regained the weight and then went on another diet.Americans spend
$33 billion a year on losing weight. Twenty million women have eating disorders. Twenty-five
percent of all men are constantly dieting, 50 percent of all women. And nine out of ten people
who lose weight on a diet gain it back. For those who fail on a diet this year, there will be 30,000
new diet plans next year to choose from.Diets don’t work because food and weight are the
symptoms, not the problems. The focus on weight provides a convenient and culturally
reinforced distraction from the reasons why so many people use food when they are not hungry.
These reasons are more complex than—and will never be solved with—will—power, counting
calories, and exercise. They have to do with neglect, lack of trust, lack of love, sexual abuse,
physical abuse, unexpressed rage, grief, being the object of discrimination, protection from
getting hurt again. People abuse themselves with food because they don’t know they deserve
better. People abuse themselves because they’ve been abused. They become self-loathing,
unhappy adults not because they’ve experienced trauma but because they’ve repressed
it.When Food Is Love speaks to the heart of why people turn to food. It explores the messages
we received as children, how we translate them into messages of self-hate, and how we pass
this pain on to other people, including our children. And it explores the importance of taking
responsibility for change in the present rather than feeling victimized by the pain of the past.
Because our patterns of eating were formed by early patterns of loving, it is necessary to
understand and work with both food and love to feel satisfied with our relationship to either.This
is a personal book. I grew up with a physically abusive mother who was addicted to drugs and
alcohol; my father was often absent or emotionally unavailable. The book is about the past and
how it affected the way I ate and loved; it is about the present and learning to be intimate with
Matt, after living in a self-absorbed world of compulsion for so long. It is about speaking the
unspeakable, healing, and moving on, and it is about the celebration of being whole.It is also
about many of the people with whom I’ve worked and from whom I’ve received letters. With their
permission, I tell their stories, their struggles, their victories.When Food Is Love is a book about
intimacy as seen through the filter of compulsion. And it is a book about the fears and the joys of
taking that filter away. It is not a typical self-help book in the sense that it does not list specific



exercises and guidelines to practice on a daily basis. The information is revealed in the
storytelling. It is a book that I hope will inspire you to remember and acknowledge the pieces of
your life you’ve minimized or shut away or forgotten. These pieces deeply affect the way you eat
and love, and keep you from living with creativity and passion, self-respect and a belief in your
own effectiveness.In my previous books, I wrote about the process of resolving compulsive
behavior—specifically, compulsive eating. But curing compulsive behavior is not enough. The
next step is to engage deeply with ourselves and with other people. To open our hearts and let
love in. This book is about taking that step.CHAPTER IWhen Food Is LoveI fell in love for the first
time when I was in sixth grade. His name was Martin Levy and he was a senior in high school.
Martin had thick ropy muscles, agate eyes, and a face that reflected the brawny days of summer.
On Carnival Day, I asked him to marry me; he said yes. We walked into the marriage booth,
which was decorated in red and white crepe paper streamers, and the social studies teacher,
Mr. Ogden, pronounced us husband and wife. Martin squeezed my hand, I blushed, and then he
kissed me. On The Lips. I framed our marriage certificate and hung it next to my bed so it could
be part of my dreams. I played “Born Too Late,” a song by the Pony Tails, over and over and over
again until my brother smashed it in half because he couldn’t stand to hear it one more time.I
started dieting the same year I met Martin. At first, I believed that if I were thin, I would be
beautiful—and that if I were beautiful, Martin would take me seriously. After he graduated, I just
wanted to be beautiful. And for the next seventeen years, my main passion in life was not a
relationship but my weight. Many other dramas were playing themselves out before me: my
parents were desperately unhappy, my first real boyfriend died of cancer, my friend Candy’s
mother killed herself, my brother was going to school, stoned, in a top hat and tails, but through it
all, I built a cool blue shelter in a corner of my body that promised a life of tenderness and
beauty ... if I could just get thin.Then I got thin. Thirteen years ago, I stopped dieting and lost
forty pounds. I wrote a book about it. I talked on television about it. I wrote another book about it. I
waited for tenderness and beauty to sift through my cool blue shelter.And then I realized that
beneath my longing to be thin was the belief that being thin would mean being in love. When I
pictured myself thin, I never saw myself alone. Being thin meant being happy and being happy
meant not being alone. Being thin meant being in love. Suddenly, I wanted a partner as much as
I had wanted to be thin.But it was not politically correct to put one’s life on hold and wait for the
perfect partner, so I went about creating the kind of life I wanted without one. I moved to my
dream house, a small beach cottage with skylights and- glass doors and plum trees. I started
workshops, and with the success of the books, slowly built my own business. Life was good. I
had friends whom I loved. I had work that was a true expression of my values. I was thin and
healthy. But I was waiting.I told myself that if I spent the rest of my life without a partner, I would
still be living fully. Think of Katharine Hepburn, I told myself. She is vibrant and creative and living
alone. Everyone ends up alone, I reasoned. It’s better to be alone than to be lonely with
someone I don’t love. I believed it all. But I was still dreaming of moony kisses and entwined
bodies.In many ways, I was still the fifteen-year-old whispering in a darkened room to my friend



Jil about falling in love and the passion that accompanies it.“Do you think it hurts when he puts it
inside of you?” Jil had asked then.“I don’t think so,” I said. “Otherwise why would so many people
be making such a big deal over sex? I mean, if it hurts, what’s the point?”“What do you think it
feels like?” she asked, her voice beginning to rise.“I don’t know.”Jil sat up and turned on the light.
She was too excited to sleep. I rolled on my side to face her. The lace on the collar of her Lanz
nightgown was caught under the yoke. An oversized Raggedy Ann doll surrounded by a
menagerie of stuffed animals was perched on the ottoman.“I think it must be the most wonderful
feeling in the world,” Jil said. “You look into his eyes, he looks into your eyes, and you both moan.
For a moment, the two of you are one person. Can you imagine anything better?”“No,” I
murmured, “I can’t.”I fell asleep dreaming of a man with curly hair and nickel-round
eyes.Nineteen years later, I was still dreaming about him.In the afternoons, when the sun was
lighting the stars on the quilt, I would imagine his sitting on the bed, watching me. I would act as
if he already loved the speck of gold in my right eye, the way I said hello when I answered the
phone, the shape of my face, the texture of my skin. And I would feel hopeful, complete.In the
evenings, when the empty bowl of the night sky erased the day, I would turn on the light and go
to the mirror. “This face is clear and bright,” I would say aloud. “If I were a man and saw you, I
would want to know you. If I were a man, I could love you.”After my book Breaking Free was
published, my friend Babs told me that I had to make more of an effort. She said, “How do you
expect to meet a man when you work with women, write for women, and spend all your time with
women friends? Go out more. Go dancing. Go to parties.”My best friend, Sara, said, “Do you
expect him to ring your doorbell and come walking into your house? You need to do more things.
Don’t be solitary.”Ellen said, “One is all it takes. You’ll find him. Just don’t worry so much.”I was
afraid that I was not enough of whatever it took—and too much of what it didn’t take—to be in a
committed relationship.Babs urged me to put a personal ad in the local paper. She said, “It’s the
new way to meet men; it’s better than going to bars or parties or evening classes. And this way
you can be very specific about what you want.”When she moved in with the man she met
through her ad, I decided she was right.I spent the next four months writing my own ad. I couldn’t
decide whether I should describe myself as “attractive” or “very attractive,” whether I should
mention that I didn’t like Woody Allen movies or that I liked chocolate. I didn’t want to say that I
had written books about eating because I didn’t want anyone to recognize me, but I didn’t want
to be dishonest either. After I revised the ad a few hundred times, I bribed Maureen, my office
manager, to bring it to the newspaper so that they would think she was placing it. The final
wording was:A lover who is a friend. I am a vibrant, attractive 34-year-old Jewish SWF with
fulfilling and successful work, a frequent sense of humor, and a desire to be in a relationship with
a man who will be a friend as well as a lover. At different times, I am some or all of these things:
playful, serious, outrageous, tender, and perceptive. I like being outside, being healthy, dancing,
chocolate, noticing the extraordinary in the ordinary. Woody Allen movies depress me. I am
looking for a single professional man, 30-45 years old, who is kind, comfortable and honest with
himself (a mensch), who knows how to laugh, take good care of himself, listen, not leave when it



gets hard, and who believes that his life will be enhanced by growing in a relationship with a
woman. I wouldn’t turn down a gourmet cook.I got seventy replies, ten photographs, two
bouquets of roses, three poems, and a loaf of onion bread. My friend Ellen and I divided the
letters into three piles: yes, no, and maybe. Sara and I reread the yeses and set up a schedule
whereby I was supposed to call two or three men a night. I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t want to
suffer the embarrassment of the first few minutes of talking to men I didn’t know and probably
wouldn’t like. I wanted to forget the whole thing, throw the letters away, become a Jewish
priestess. Instead, Sara and I made a deal: I would dial the phone number from my office, and as
soon as the ringing started, she would pick up the extension in the adjoining room so that we
could see each other and signal important messages back and forth.“Hello?”“Hi. My name’s
Geneen. I’m calling because, um, because I put an ad in the paper and you answered it.”“Which
ad was that? I answered quite a few.”At this point, I would give Sara an “Oh-my-God-how-did-I-
get-myself-into-this?” look and she would give me a “Will-you-shut-up-and-answer-him?” stare.I
met computer programmers, psychologists, construction workers. I met a man who bit a
burglar’s ear off in a fight, a man who lived with his mother and his ex-wife, and a man who
owned fifteen cats, three finches, and a goldfish. Each time I talked to someone I liked, I’d
construct a visual image of him to match his voice. I was always wrong. One man told me he was
tall and lanky; when I met him, he was 5’4” and very round. Another man told me he was “very
handsome” and that I wouldn’t be disappointed. He didn’t tell me that his front tooth was missing
or that he had a rose tattoo on his right cheek. After five weeks of meeting strangers on the steps
of the post office or next to the pumpernickel raisin bread in Gayle’s Bakery, I hadn’t met anyone
I wanted to see again.Then I met Matt. Not through my ad.I heard him speak at a conference at
which we were both presenters and I was enchanted. He was compelling, funny, and sexy. I
wanted to meet him. When I saw him the next day, I introduced myself. I told him I thought his
talk was wonderful and that I had the same sunglasses as he was wearing. He said thank you
and that I had good taste in sunglasses. He kept walking.On the last day of the conference,
psychologist Virginia Satir was giving the closing speech in an auditorium filled with a thousand
participants. I was sitting in the center of the room in the center of a row. From the corner of my
eye, I noticed Matt walking toward the door. Without thinking, I excused myself, wove past knees
and legs, tripped over a purse, and made my way to the back of the room. When we were face to
face, I said, “I introduced myself to you yesterday but I don’t think you noticed me. My name is
Geneen Roth and I wanted to tell you again how moved I was by your talk.”This time, he noticed
me.After our first date, I was wild with excitement. Crazed by the edge of passion and
possibilities. I liked the way he looked at me, the way he talked about his work, the way he was
interested in mine. I liked the space between his front teeth, the line of his nose, the lilt of his
laugh. When he left a message on my answering machine that said, “I just want you to know how
glad I am that I met you and that you are in my life,” I told Sara that I must be dreaming. “A man
who says what he feels. I can’t believe it.”On our second date, we went to the botanical gardens.
Sitting next to the row of bearded purple irises he said, “I know it’s insanely early to tell you that I



want to see only you, but I want to see only you. I think I’m falling in love with you.”I wanted to
drink the flowers, eat the colors, cover his face with lavender kisses. “Don’t wake me up,” I said to
him. “If this is a dream, don’t wake me up.”For eight months, I woke up singing. I smiled so much
my mouth hurt. I kissed him so much my lips got numb. I liked myself better when I was with him;
I was kinder, calmer, happier. I was pulsing with love, blooming with light.And then slowly, I came
back to myself.Someone once came to a workshop after she had lost seventy-five pounds on a
diet. She stood up in front of 150 people and, with her voice shaking, said, “I feel like I’ve been
robbed. My best dream has been taken away. I really thought that losing weight was going to
change my life. But it only changed the outside of me. The inside is still the same. My mother is
still dead and my father still beat me when I was growing up. I’m still angry and lonely and now I
don’t have getting thin to look forward to.”After waiting all our lives for tenderness and beauty to
arrive in the form of being thin or being in love, it can be devastating to discover that neither one
can be found in either one. Not when the expectation is that we will lose ourselves. Or find
ourselves.Compulsion is despair on the emotional level. The substances, people, or activities
that we become compulsive about are those that we believe capable of taking our despair
away.Despair.I felt it first as a child. I didn’t have a name for it then. It was the feeling I carried
inside my body that my world was about to rip apart and there was nothing I could do about it.
No one I could talk to about it. No way of preventing it, no way of making anything better.I look at
my life now. There is nothing to despair about. But sometimes, often, something will happen, and
everything around me—the sky, my body, Matt’s face—will turn to clay.It is nine months after my
first date with Matt. We are at La Guardia airport; it is afternoon. Our plane has just landed from
Bermuda, where Matt and I have spent five days reading novels, making love, eating papaya for
lunch, and filling the vases in our room with crimson red bougainvillea. We are walking to the taxi
stand, where he is going to get a cab into New York City and I am going to get a bus to
Rhinebeck. I am dreading the separation, not because I am lonely when I am alone (I thrive on
solitude); not because I have nothing to do for the next five days (I am going to Rhinebeck to
lead a workshop). I am dreading the separation because it strikes a familiar terror in me. I don’t
want him to leave.(If you leave, I will have nothing left. We were living in the brown apartment:
brown chairs, brown carpet, brown couch. I was three years old. She was getting ready to walk
out the door. I started to scream. If you leave me, Mama, nothing will be left of me. I was
crouched in a corner of the room wearing my corduroy blue pants and red tie shoes. When she
walked out the door, I lay down on the brown floor and sobbed. Ann, our babysitter, appeared.
She picked me up and put me on the end of the vacuum cleaner and gave me rides all
afternoon. When my mom returned, she gave me a red, white, and blue scarf.)(If you leave, I will
have nothing left. We were living in the black-and-white house. Black-and-white chairs, black-
and-white marble floor, black-and-white couch. I was eleven. She was lying in bed in the
afternoon. She was telling me that she wanted a divorce. I began to cry. What will happen to me?
I asked. Who will I live with? Where will I go? Don’t leave, Mom. If you do, I will have nothing
left.)Matt and I have arrived at the taxi stand and he turns to say goodbye, bends his face to



mine to kiss me. The panic is trapped in my throat, a blackbird thrashing to get loose.I can’t
make the jump to tomorrow. I can’t see myself walking, talking, working without him. Everything
stops here. If he leaves, I will have nothing left.He says, “I will call you at your mom’s house on
Sunday night. ”I say, “Someday I’m going to go on a trip and you won’t be able to reach me and
you will miss me terribly.” He looks startled.He says, “That is what is happening now—you won’t
be reachable by phone until Sunday and I am going to miss you.”I say nothing. I want him to say,
“I’ll cancel my meetings and come with you to Rhinebeck.” I want him to say, “I can’t stand these
separations—let’s never be apart again.” I want him to say, “I love you too much to leave.”
Instead, he says, “I love you, Geneen. I know this is hard for you; you forget that we are going to
have many more days together, years together. Leaving is not the end. I have to go now. I have a
meeting in half an hour. Do you want to say anything?” I shake my head no. He looks at me
intently for a moment, kisses me lightly, turns to get in a cab.I hate him.Loving him was
supposed to take the pain away. Instead, it brings it up: The years of coming home from school
and wandering from empty room to empty room. I would sit on the beige-velvet couch and stare
at the still-life painting of a wheel of cheese, an apple, a knife with a black handle. I would go into
the kitchen and open the refrigerator door, close it, and then open it. Close it. Open it. Eat. I
would walk into my mother’s bedroom and smell the traces of Joy perfume, open her jewelry
drawer, pick up a pair of gold hoop earrings and hold them to my ears. I would smile at myself in
the mirror, pretend that I was at a party, say hello and raise my eyebrows.I wanted my mother. I
wanted my father to come home for dinner and tell my mother that she was pretty and that he
loved her. I wanted my mother to come home for dinner and tell me that I was pretty and that she
loved me. I wanted her to tell me that our world was not going to fly apart at any moment and that
I could stop trying so hard to be good.Loving Matt was supposed to take the pain away. All of it.
From all the years. I thought that having someone to sleep with and talk with and eat with was
going to take the pain away. But there are many moments—my moment at the airport is one of
them—when I feel as if I am wandering from the living room to the kitchen to my mother’s
bedroom and that there is no one home.Compulsion is despair on the emotional level.
Compulsion is the feeling that there is no one home. We become compulsive to put someone
home.All we ever wanted was love.We didn’t want to become compulsive about anything. We
did it to survive. We did it to keep from going crazy. Good for us.Food was our love; eating was
our way of being loved. Food was available when our parents weren’t. Food didn’t get up and
walk away when our fathers did. Food didn’t hurt us. Food didn’t say no. Food didn’t hit. Food
didn’t get drunk. Food was always there. Food tasted good. Food was warm when we were cold
and cold when we were hot. Food became the closest thing we knew of love.But it is only a
substitute for love. Food is not, nor was it ever, love.Many of us have been using food to replace
love for so many years that we no longer know the difference between turning to food for love
and turning to love for love. We wouldn’t recognize love if it knocked us over.Not because we are
ignorant but because if we’ve never been loved well, we don’t know what love feels like, what
love is like. And it follows that if we have not been loved well, we cannot love ourselves well.



Compulsive behavior, at its most fundamental, is a lack of self-love; it is an expression of a belief
that we are not good enough.A writer friend came to visit yesterday. She brought me fresh-
picked blackberries in a white porcelain bowl. Sitting at the kitchen table, Lyn propped her head
on her hand and told me that she was scheduled to attend a conference the following weekend
and didn’t want to go. I asked her why. She said, “Because I’ll see Kristin and I’ve gained ten
pounds since the last time I saw her.” Before I could say anything, she corrected herself:
“Actually, I’ve only gained six.”She continued, “You know, Kristin and I used to weigh exactly the
same. I used to have a body just like hers.”“Why would you want to have a body like Kristin’s?” I
asked, remembering that Kristin had bony hips and feet that splayed out.“Doesn’t everyone?”
she asked.I shook my head no. I asked her what she would be spending her time thinking about
if it weren’t her body. She said, “I’d be worrying that I am a terrible writer.”Later, alone at the table,
I was thinking about Lyn’s visit. I was thinking that compulsions are rarely what they seem to be. I
was thinking that concerns about our bodies cover deeper concerns about other things that
cover even more basic concerns about ourselves. Being a terrible writer, I thought, is not what
Lyn is afraid of.When I spoke to her the next day, she said, “You know, I realized yesterday when
I got home that I didn’t tell you what the bottom line was. You asked what I would be worrying
about and I said my writing but that isn’t it.”“What is?”She took a deep breath. So did I.“I know
this is going to sound corny, but I think what I am afraid of is not being good enough. That
something deep down is wrong with me and that I am not worth loving.”Food and love. We begin
eating compulsively because of reasons that have to do with the kind and amount of love that is
in our lives or that is missing from our lives. If we haven’t been loved well, recognized,
understood, we arrange ourselves to fit the shape of our situations. We lower our expectations.
We stop asking for what we need. We stop showing the places that hurt or need comfort. We
stop expecting to be met. And we begin to rely on ourselves and only ourselves to provide
sustenance, comfort, and pleasure. We begin to eat. And eat.Trina was three years old when her
mother left her at her grandmother’s house, saying she would come back for her the next day.
The next day, Trina sat on the front porch of her grandmother’s farmhouse and waited. She
waited the next day. And the next. Every day for eight years, Trina waited for her mother to come
back. And every day for eight years, her grandmother complained about having to take care of
Trina. More than complained. She beat Trina. With a switch and until she bled. Every day for
eight years. When Trina would go to school bruised and swollen, the teachers would ask her
what happened. They’d say, “Trina! Has someone been hitting you?” And she’d say, “No, ma’am.
I fell down the stairs” or “I tripped when I was running to school this morning” or “I knocked into
the refrigerator.” She was afraid that if she got her grandmother in trouble, she would get beaten
even harder. Or worse, that they’d do something to her grandmother and then she would have
nowhere to go.Trina survived. Some children would have survived by turning to drugs. Some
would have run away. Some children would have become alcoholic. Or ended up in a mental
institution. Trina did something else, two things really. The first was that she kept a rubber band
around her wrist, and after each time her grandmother hit her, she’d use it to snap herself back



into the present moment. She became very good at leaving her body. “When I was getting a
beating,” Trina says, “I’d think of a lesson we had learned that day at school—how to spell
‘princess’ or something. I’d think of flowers in the yard, the camellias when they first open, the
yellow specks on the inside. When my grandmother finished beating me, she’d go back into the
house and I’d stay outside and pop the rubber band on my wrist. I knew it was going to hurt a
little, but the sound of it popping and the tingles of it on my wrist would make me come back
from thinking about red flowers to where I was right then: in front of my grandmother’s house with
chores to do that I’d better start doing so that she didn’t come out and hit me again.”The second
thing Trina did was sneak food from the kitchen and store it under her bed. Boxes and cans and
bags of food. “My grandmother kept sweets in the dresser in her bedroom,” she said,
“underneath the bras with the wires in them. And whenever she watched TV, I would sneak into
her room, put some of the candies under my shirt, and hide them between the mattress and box
spring of my bed. Sometimes,” she said, “I would take cans of food from the kitchen and put
them under there, too. In the middle of the night, when my grandmother was sleeping, I would
turn on my night light, get out my can opener, and eat. Eating, especially food that I had taken
from my grandmother’s drawer, made me feel like I was someone special.”If Trina could not get
her grandmother’s love, she would steal her food.The messages she received about herself and
the world around her were:I did something wrong and that’s why my mom isn’t coming back. I
am bad.People lie. It’s better not to believe them.Loving hurts.When someone leaves me, they
never come back.I need too much, want too much. That’s why my grandmother doesn’t like
having me here.If I could do everything my grandmother tells me to do, I would be good and then
my mom would come back.My grandmother is a grown-up; she knows best and she hits me
every day. If I were good on the inside, I wouldn’t get hit on the outside.It’s better to eat than to
care about someone because food doesn’t leave and moms do. Food doesn’t hit and grand-
mothers do.When Trina was eleven, her mother returned. I met her when she was thirty-three. In
twenty-nine years, she has gained and lost over 1500 pounds. In the past ten years, she has
been married, divorced, a mother, and remarried. About her present marriage she says, “I
cannot let my husband in. If he goes away on a business trip for two days, I feel like I have to
start all over again with him when he returns; it is as if he is a stranger, constantly a stranger.”She
spent too many years waiting for her mother to return; she will not feel the pain of waiting again.
During his time away, she eats to assuage the loneliness. She focuses on how fat she is and
how much weight she should lose and the clothes she will buy when she is thin. She transfers
the pain of waiting to the pain of being fat. When her husband returns, they must cover a
distance of eight years of confusion, loneliness, and betrayal to be intimate again. Or at all.For it
is not just when her husband leaves that she closes herself to him; Trina’s experience of love is
that it hurts. Love hurts. People lie. People leave. When her husband leaves on a trip, she is not
surprised. She knows that people betray you, and she has carefully protected herself from
feeling the pain of his (or anyone’s) betrayal: She has taken another lover, one who will never
leave: Food.Love and compulsion cannot coexist.Love is the willingness and ability to be



affected by another human being and to allow that effect to make a difference in what you do,
say, become.Compulsion is the act of wrapping ourselves around an activity, a substance, or a
person to survive, to tolerate and numb our experience of the moment.Love is a state of
connectedness, one that includes vulnerability, surrender, self-valuing, steadiness, and a
willingness to face, rather than run from, the worst of ourselves.Compulsion is a state of
isolation, one that includes self-absorption, invulnerability, low self-esteem, unpredictability, and
fear that if we faced our pain, it would destroy us.Love expands; compulsion
diminishes.Compulsion leaves no room for love—which is, in fact, why many people started
eating: because when there was room for love, the people around us were not loving. The very
purpose of compulsion is to protect ourselves from the pain associated with love.It is my belief
that we become compulsive because of wounds from our past and the decisions we made at
that time about our self-worth—decisions about our capacity to love and whether, in fact, we
deserve to be loved. Our mother goes away and we decide that we are unlovable. Our father is
emotionally distant and we decide that we need too much. Someone we are close to dies and
we decide that there is no reason to love anyone because it hurts too much at the end. We make
decisions based on our pain and the limited choices we had at that time. We make decisions
based on how we made sense of the wounds and what we did to protect ourselves from being
more wounded in that environment. At the age of six or eleven or fifteen, we decide that love
hurts and that we are unworthy or unlovable or too demanding, and we live the rest of our lives
protecting ourselves from being hurt again. And there is no better protection than wrapping
ourselves around a compulsion.
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Elyse, “I finally understand what my therapists meant.. I've been in therapy for years struggling
with an obsession with food. Two separate therapists have tried to dig into my childhood
loneliness, but I couldn't connect the emptiness to eating beyond a surface level of awareness. I
couldn't *identify* any feelings I needed to grieve for. None of it seemed important or traumatic
enough.The raw, personal, SPECIFIC writing in this book - the emphasis on her perspective as a
child, on her clients' perspectives as children - finally exposed those concepts for me in a way
that was concrete instead of generic and abstract. From the first page, every other passage was
a punch to the gut. She does NOT pull her punches.My therapist did point out, and was right in
an abstract way, that food was there when affection wasn't. But, the author describing how she
was called "selfish" as a child for having childlike needs - how food was a way to give to herself
and experience pleasure when she felt pressured to care for others and be selfless - how she
wandered from empty room to empty room before stopping at the fridge - how she learned to
survive by the fantasy that she would be loved when she got thin - these descriptions accessed
that truth in a much deeper way. She may as well have been telling the story of my own
childhood, in greater detail than I could ever remember before. The concepts are so much better
communicated than generic self help instructions.I'm not sure where to go from here, besides
bringing all the highlighted passages to therapy. But I'm at least fairly certain I won't be taking
these feelings to the fridge.”

rainii, “Highly recommend. A really good book, I know several people who have read it. I’ve been
in therapy for years and years and even the first two chapters really gave me insight I’d never
had before - it was shocking honestly! I’m trying the no-diet approach, letting myself eat
whatever the heck I want with no guilt. In two weeks I’ve lost 7 pounds and I haven’t changed
anything at all besides being aware of the purpose my food choices were serving. Highly
recommend!”

Veena Choudary, “Fills the gaps. If like me, you need to understand why- then this book is it. I
have done lots of work on healing from trauma: read, apply the reading, energy work, therapy
work and the hard work of facing what shows up to be healed. As I peel off the layers of
wounding - food kept showing up to be healed. One thing after another- I was led to this book.
Geneen’s writing is haunting. I have read another of her books but this one breaks down the Why
in a poetic way. Reading the book and understanding what she explains is like finally finding
language for your pain and your compulsion, your buffer. I read the book in a few hours straight.
It is incredibly healing and enlightening. Read the book. Heal your pain.”

Kimmelane, “Intense. Painful. Healing.. This book affected me strongly. I endured many of the
same types of experiences as the author, and reading it felt at times like ripping scabs off old
wounds. Geneen Roth has a powerful ability to articulate her emotional responses, and I found



myself reliving much of my own difficult childhood as I read. More than once this book reduced
me to tears. Yet the entire experience was cathartic and cleansing, and when I finished the book
I felt lighter and freer than I had in years.I regret to say that I have not had the courage to adopt
her way of eating. I hope, at some point, that I will be able to trust myself and listen to my body
the way she recommends. Even if I never find that place, though, I will keep this book and re-
read it from time to time. It's like lancing a boil: a quick and painful cut that exposes an injury and
allows it to heal from the inside out.”

Disneylover, “Where do I start?. Words almost fail me as I attempt to describe how much this
one book has helped me. Besides God's word the holy bible, I can honestly say this book has
moved me and caused me to rethink not only my past and present but where I want to be in the
future. Also, the types of relationships I have and want to have with others and most important
with myself.This is not a book offering a quick fix. To be frank, there are times I have had to book
the book down because the words were too painful since I relate on so many levels with Ms.
Roth. This book will make you laugh and cry and most importantly, examine YOU - the person
you truly are -- where you came from -- confronting your painful past and realizing that it is your
job to go rescue that abused child from your past before you can be a whole adult in the
present.I would recommend this book to anyone struggling with a food addiction, especially if
you have abuse (physical, emotional or sexual) in your background. It really is not about the
food - it is about finding a way to look at the past and tell the truth to yourself so you can nurture
yourself, stop torturing and punishing yourself with food and learn to love yourself so you can
open your heart in an authentic way to others.I have spent lots of money on therapy but never
quite felt like I was getting the help I needed. While this publication cannot replace therapy, it
definitely has helped me see that there is light at the end of the tunnel and for that I am forever
grateful.”

glc2110, “Lots of highlighting in my book. This was recommended to me from a friend. I'm an
emotional eater - happy, sad, mad, bored, tense, anxiety you name it I will find a reason for a
cookie as I walk through the kitchen. While the items highlighted were more on behaviors and
not directly with food but i found it beneficial”

Anonymous, “It's not about food or weight. It's about emotions.. Intuitive eating is nothing new to
me. I have read many books on the subject and had a great many "successes" in weight loss,
with eating when I was hungry and stopping when I felt full. But the weight I lost never stayed off.
And it was only until I read this amazing book that I realised why. My weight had nothing to do
with me not being able to listen to my body. My weight wasn't even about me being a lazy fat ass
(cos that's what I found myself calling myself almost every day). I wasn't an anomaly - the one
person in the world who was just destined to stay 2 stone overweight. My weight and my
relationship with food was a necessary crutch I needed in order to make it through my life. Food



covered the pain of my childhood. A pain I imagined to be so bad, I thought looking at it would
kill me (well I was wrong about that!).This book is not about what to eat. Or when to eat. It''s
about looking at your pain and being brave and learning that the food and weight thing is a cover
story to a deeper issue. And if you look at what the real issues are, the issues from childhood
that we are all trying to run from, not only will your relationship with food get better and your
weight will decrease, you will reconcile with parts of yourself you never thought you'd be friends
with. This book has changed and saved my life. In so many ways.. I know that while I'm losing
weight, it's not about getting to a certain size. I now see my body size as an indicator to
determine how I'm dealing with my inner issues. This book made me realise that I get to decide
who I want to be. I can't express how amazing it is. When you read this book and if you are
willing to do the work on yourself, you will forever change your dependency on food. It will not
control you anymore. You will be free. Every time I feel like I'm going to binge, I know it is a sign of
inner pain. And I sit with that pain and I allow myself to feel it. I would have never done that
before. And the experience of feeling ALL my emotions is incredibly empowering. Food is
covering pain that I gave so much power to. And now I see that while it's uncomfortable, it's not
nearly as difficult to deal with as I imagined!”

Eliza, “Superb!. Really good read for all of us who are having distorted relationship with food.
Eye opening!”

CLamb, “Finally free!!!. Geneen Roth is an absolute genius. Her writings are the reason I have
finally been able to break free from emotional, over eating binges. She deserves all the praise for
what she has poured into her books. Thank you Geneen. You are a rare and wonderful mind!”

Sid, “The content is very true and insightful. Did have a lot of highlighting and mark ups on text
that was distracting”

The book by Geneen Roth has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 447 people have provided feedback.
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