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Chapter 1

When I was four, my mother dressed me up for Halloween in 
a miniature tutu and pinned my still-fine baby hair on top of 
my head in a tight knot that matched her own. The tutu had 
been a gift from Alice in the wardrobe department—dear old 
Alice, who hid me behind the curtains during The Nutcracker 
so I could see my namesake, Clara, on stage while my mother 
danced the part of the Sugar Plum Fairy. That pink tutu was 
among my most cherished possessions. Dressed in one of her 
own exquisite costumes and a pair of delicate warm-up slippers, 
my mother led me down the halls of our New York apartment 
building for my first trick-or-treating. I trotted proudly behind 
her, half hidden by her impossibly long legs.

“Don’t slouch, Clara.” She grasped me by the shoulders, 
pulling them firmly back. Her hazel eyes wandered downward, 
her mouth twisting ever so slightly. “And suck in your stomach.”
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If my smile faltered, it was only for a moment. Confused, I 
stared at my protruding belly, poking out of the top of the tulle 
skirt. I took a deep breath in, watching my abdomen contract. 

“Good girl.” Mom patted me gently on the head as my 
eyes watered. Was I allowed to breathe? I waited until she turned 
away, and exhaled, gasping. Quickly, I moved my Disney Prin-
cess Halloween bucket so that it covered my midsection.

“Go ahead, Sweetheart. Knock on the door.” Mom 
motioned towards the Ancasters’ apartment. Julie Ancaster 
sometimes babysat me, when we were between au pairs. She let 
me stay up past my bedtime and bought me Mallomar cookies.

I banged my tiny fist on the door, hopping from foot 
to foot in anticipation. Mrs. Ancaster opened the door and 
beamed at us, her hands full of bite-sized Baby Ruths and 
Butterfingers.

“Trick-or-treat!” I squealed, staring hungrily at the candy. 
“Trick-or-treat!”

Mrs. Ancaster dropped some sweets into my bucket and 
smiled at me fondly. “Aren’t you a pretty ballerina, just like 
your Mama,” she said. She exchanged pleasantries with Mom, 
who showered her with compliments on a new short haircut.

“Oh, do you like it?” Mrs. Ancaster fluffed at her ginger 
bob self-consciously. “I’m worried it’s a bit short.”

“Oh, no.” Mom shook her head vigorously. “It absolutely 
suits you, with those cheekbones of yours.”

Mrs. Ancaster flushed and tittered, thanking her repeat-
edly as she tossed another couple of Baby Ruths my way. I eyed 
them greedily as my mother led me away from the door.
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“Good lord, did you see her hair?” Mom shuddered. 
“Never cut your hair, Clara. Women should have long hair.”

I stared up at her, puzzled. “But you said you liked it.”
Mom smiled. “You tell people what they want to hear. But 

that doesn’t mean it’s the truth.”
“Oh,” I said, because I didn’t know what else to say. I 

remembered the Baby Ruths and brightened, holding up my 
bucket. “Can I have one of these now?” I reached in to retrieve 
one of the little candy bars, tearing eagerly at the foil.

“Absolutely not!” My mother reached over and snatched 
the chocolate from my hands. Holding it by the corner as if it 
were radioactive, she tossed it down the nearby garbage chute. 
“We don’t put garbage into our bodies.” She wrinkled her nose, 
as if she had had a whiff of something rotting. 

I peered longingly at the chute, then back into my bucket, 
where three little bars remained. 

“But why?” I asked, timidly. “That’s why we’re trick-or-
treating. To get candy. You said it’s a special night.”

Mom squatted in a deep plié to meet me at eye level. 
“Clara, at the end of the night, you can have one piece of candy. 
One. But the rest is going in the trash. Candy is like poison for 
your body. It’s full of sugar.”

“It doesn’t taste like poison.” I clutched my bucket tightly, 
feeling defiant. “Everyone else gets to eat it.”

“I don’t care what other children are allowed to do.” Her 
voice was hard now, and she was hovering in front of the Chans’ 
door, as if she was reconsidering letting me knock. “I haven’t 
had chocolate in nearly five years.”
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She said this with pride, as if it was an achievement to 
be respected. I blinked at her, confused and unsure how to 
respond. I like chocolate. I didn’t know why we got dressed up 
to trick-or-treat if we were going to throw it all out.

“Mrs. Cooper says it’s wrong to throw out food,” I said, 
feeling bold. “She says there are poor children who are hungry.”

“Poor children don’t need sugar and high-fructose corn 
syrup any more than rich ones,” Mom snapped. She placed her 
hands on her narrow waist. “No one needs to be overweight. It’s 
unhealthy. And I especially don’t want that for you.”

My lower lip trembling, I nodded my head. I knocked on 
the rest of the doors, but my heart was no longer in it. I watched 
as grinning neighbors plunked Smarties and Junior Mints and 
Hershey Kisses into my bucket, knowing that at the end of the 
evening it would all disappear. At the end of the night, I fished 
out a KitKat, my favorite candy bar, and held it tightly.  

“Throw the rest of it out,” Mom commanded, pointing at 
the trash bin. “Go on, dump it.”

I watched, pained, as the colorful confections tumbled 
from my pretty bucket into the filth of the garbage can, mixing 
with banana peels and coffee grinds. When she wasn’t looking, 
I swiped a Butterfinger and two lollipops, tucking them into 
my leotard sleeve.

I polished off the KitKat, but it didn’t taste as sweet as 
usual. When I was done, I noticed my stomach peeking over 
the top of the tutu waistband. I tapped at it, willing it to de-
flate, but it remained, soft and round, bulging like an inflated 
balloon.
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“Suck in your stomach,” I whispered to myself, inhaling 
again. 

Still holding my breath, I rushed back to the garbage 
disposal and threw in the remaining treats. My hand frozen 
momentarily in midair, I almost reached to retrieve them. I 
turned away, the regret mingled with pride.

M
The high-school counselor called it orthorexia. We had a special 
conference, me, her, and Mom, after I was spotted surrepti-
tiously using one of the chem-lab scales to weigh apple slices. 
Mrs. Cartwright, or “Call-me-Jane” as we referred to her behind 
her back, sat at her desk, which was cluttered with textbooks 
and education journals, and stared at my mother, gesturing at 
her computer screen. It was just past the lunch hour, and on 
the corner of the desk were dirty plastic containers, still smell-
ing faintly of reheated spaghetti Bolognese. There was also an 
open can of Fanta. Regular Fanta, not diet. My mother nodded 
politely at Call-me-Jane, but her eyes kept straying towards 
the soda. 

“Clara eats, but she’s unhealthily preoccupied with what 
she’s eating, and the amount.” Call-me-Jane leaned across 
the desk, shuffling papers in an effort to clear some space. 
“Orthorexics typically obsess over whether what they’re eating 
is healthy and pure. They overexercise. Clara exhibits all these 
behaviors.”

It felt weird, being referred to in the third person while 
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sitting right there. I cleared my throat, trying to signal my 
displeasure.

“Clara?” Call-me-Jane looked over at me, and I noticed 
she had a small smudge of Bolognese sauce on her left cheek. 
“Would you like to say something?”

I played with a strand of my hair, twisting it around my 
index finger. “It’s just…I don’t think it’s fair to single me out 
for trying to be healthy.” I released the hair, which immediately 
drooped, refusing to be anything other than straight. “Why is 
it okay for people to have, like, chips and a chocolate bar for 
lunch, but I’m in trouble because I want to eat quinoa and work 
out after school?”

I noticed my mother’s bobbing head out of the corner of 
my eye, and felt a surge of resentment, even though she was 
agreeing with me. 

“But, Clara,” Call-me-Jane put on her best Concerned 
Counselor face and pointed again to the laptop screen, which 
was open to the Wikipedia entry on orthorexia. “Some healthy 
eating and exercise is good. But taken to extremes, it’s dangerous. 
For example, how much time do you spend exercising per week?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. It was exceptionally 
hot, even for June, and I had worn a skirt that day. My thighs 
brushed against one another as I crossed and uncrossed my 
legs, and I felt a wave of nausea at the sensation of sweaty flesh 
rubbing against itself. 

“Twenty hours?” I said vaguely. “I don’t really keep track.” 
I glanced involuntarily at the clock on the wall. How long was 
she going to keep us here? 
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“See, twenty hours is unreasonable!” Call-me-Jane looked 
immensely pleased with herself as she sat back in her chair. It 
had one of those padded thingees on it for people with back 
problems. I wondered if she ever exercised. She wasn’t fat, ex-
actly, but she certainly wasn’t sporting a flat stomach.

“Now, just a minute.” Next to me, my mother perked up, 
looking indignant. Her long fingers clutched at the edge of the 
desk, and she sat up straighter, if that was even possible for a 
dancer with perfect posture. I stared enviously at her jutting 
collarbones and wondered why I hadn’t been equally blessed 
in the genetic lottery.

“Who are you to say that twenty hours is too much? Do 
you have a reference for that, Mrs. Cartwright? A source?” Mom 
crossed her arms across her almost-flat chest. Her cheeks were 
flushed pink. Strands of hair escaped from her ponytail as she 
shook her head, waiting for a response.

“Please, call me Jane.” I coughed into my arm, trying not 
to laugh as the confused-looking guidance counselor continued. 
“I don’t have a source, as you say, but given how much time 
children should spend doing other things, like homework, or 
extracurriculars, or—”

“I’m afraid I don’t see that trying to maintain a healthy life-
style is dangerous somehow.” Mom’s eyes flickered again towards 
the soda can, silently judging. “I myself spend many more hours 
than that in the studio, and I’ve never given it a second thought.”

I watched as Call-me-Jane’s expression changed. I could 
almost see the light bulb go off over her head as the realization 
set in. Like mother, like daughter.
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“I understand, Ms. Malcolm, that as a ballet dancer you 
would need to spend quite a fair bit of your time…rehearsing. 
But Clara is a sixteen-year-old high-school student. She should 
be able to enjoy a slice of pizza or join the yearbook committee 
without worrying about her weight.”

I pictured a large pizza, the greasy cheese sliding off and 
curdling in corners of the cardboard box. It’s exactly what I 
imagined the inside of my thighs to look like. I shuddered.

My mother turned to me. “Clara, do you want to be on 
the yearbook committee?” 

I blinked. “Um…I don’t know.” I picked at a hangnail, still 
not looking at either my mother or Call-me-Jane. “I’ve never 
thought about it.”

“You see?” Call-me-Jane said triumphantly. “She hasn’t had 
time to think about it. She’s been so focused on exercise she 
hasn’t had the opportunity to pursue other interests.”

“I do like photography,” I said lamely. “I bought an SLR 
camera with my Christmas money.”

“There you go.” My mother stood up. “She has her photog-
raphy, and last time I checked, she was doing well academically.” 
She picked up her vintage Chanel purse, which had been a gift 
from the ballet-company director for her thirty-fifth birthday.

“But, wait.” Call-me-Jane stood, looking somewhat des-
perate. I don’t think she was used to parents dismissing her in 
such a manner. “I really don’t think—”

“I think we’re finished here,” Mom cut in. “Clara is a 
healthy, happy girl. And look at her.” She waved her manicured 
hand in my direction. “It’s not like she’s wasting away.”



98

o n  t h e  s p ec t r u m

I shrank in my seat at her words, feeling my belt tight 
around my waist, strangling me. I had a fleeting mental image 
of a hippo dancing in a ruffled pink skirt. Suck in your stomach, 
Clara. 

I gave Call-me-Jane an apologetic look as I gathered my 
messenger bag and slunk out behind my mother, leaving the 
poor woman open-mouthed. 

“Did I overdo it in there?” my mother leaned over, her 
voice low and obscured by the sound of her high heels clack-
ing loudly on the tile floor. “She’s sitting there with her can of 
soda, telling us we’re unhealthy! I bet she hasn’t exercised in a 
decade. And Wikipedia? I mean, come on.”

I didn’t respond. Nearby, a group of freshman girls whis-
pered and pointed at my mother. The famous Catherine 
Malcolm, always attracting an audience. I prayed she would 
leave before anyone worked up the nerve to ask for an 
autograph. 

“I’ll see you later.” She leaned in, pecking me on the cheek. 
Awkwardly, I patted her on the shoulder, feeling the bones 
poking through her fair skin. “Maybe we could go to a movie. 
Or an art show. I’ll ask Jacques if there are any photography 
exhibits on.” She beamed, glowing at what she clearly believed 
to be superior parenting, thoughtfully attending to my extra-
curricular interests.

“Sure,” I said automatically, though I knew it would never 
happen. She wouldn’t get home until late, and she’d make some 
sorry excuse about shin splints or a headache before disappear-
ing into her room.
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I watched her glide down the hall. My mother’s legs were 
ballerina-perfect, the gap between her thighs evident even with 
her feet together. As I trudged to fourth-period American his-
tory, I felt the chafe of my own legs, the sensation a burning 
reminder of my imperfection. It’s not like she’s wasting away. 
The voice echoed in my head, repeating itself as I settled into 
my seat.


