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Amber pressed her nose against the cold glass of the kitchen door’s window.  The lights 

were still off, but she could make out the white place mats set on the table, and the shine of 

the cutlery reflecting the street lights outside.  They must be on their way with the food now. 

Probably in the lift, with the trolley, the big silver one with the compartment underneath that 

keeps the food warm.  Most likely they had left the kitchen already, and were on the ground 

floor, or maybe the first.  Amber glanced behind her at the wall clock.  Five twenty-five.  

Any minute now she would hear that familiar squeak and rattle speeding its way down the 

corridor. 

 

She took a deep breath and clutched her tummy, tight and round like a birthday balloon, it 

grumbled back at her unhappily at the prospect of another meal.  There were four of them 

tonight, four girls eating together at the kitchen table.  They would be facing each other as 

the table was laid out symmetrically. ‘Thank god,’ thought Amber, she couldn't stand odd 

numbers.   

 

Amber swung around to check everyone was present.  Sarah, the new girl, was frantically 

knitting in the corner.  She’d only started her pattern yesterday, the day she arrived on the 

ward, and already had a good twelve inches of her sweater.  Her thin lips pursed and brow 

furrowed in concentration.  In the lamp light you could see the pink patches of dry skin on 

her cheeks dusting her parched complexion. The sides of her jaw swollen from purging like 

hamster pouches.  Her busy knuckles large, red and raw.  

 

Laura was curled on the sofa by the window in purple pyjamas and a blue blanket, the 

enormous couch engulfing her tiny frame.  She lazily flicked through the pages of a 

magazine.  ‘Get a celeb body now’ shouted the cover in bold pink print over an image of a 

bikini clad Kate Moss. ‘Copy Kate!’ jumped out from the right and ‘Juice diet to Summer’ 

on the left.   Amber knew Laura was pretending to read, the distance in her eyes gave her 

away.  She looked suddenly very fragile, like a china doll, white and vacant.  Amber had a 

sudden impulse to hold her tight, but she didn’t want to break her day dream.  Not if she’d 

gone off to somewhere really nice.  Home perhaps, thoughts of life before hospital, before 

militant feedings and weigh days.   Or afterwards, the recovery holiday in Spain they had 

been planning, when they’d drink cocktails by a pool and go clubbing all night and do what 

they wanted when they wanted, and eat whatever they wanted, or didn’t want, and wouldn’t 

have to answer to anybody. 

 

The ward was quiet now, save the hum of the radio and the clicking of Sarah’s knitting 

needles.   Only one nurse, Peggy, dosed in an arm chair.  The others were in the canteen 

where the general patients ate.  It would be noisy there, thought Amber, there’d be plates 

clanging, the rattling of knives and forks from the dispenser, the growl of the coffee 

machine, and chatter with full mouths and laughter and ‘Can you pass the salt please?’ and 

‘Is there any more soup left?’ ‘I’ll have the apple pie with extra custard please.’ 

 

Here the hallways were empty and silent.  ‘Welcome to the E.D.U’ says the sign at the 

Nurses’ station, but no one was manning that either.  How easy would it be, she wondered, 



to just walk out? Would anyone question her? Would the night receptionist be on duty now?  

Would he just think she was a visitor…? 

 

‘They’re late again,’ sighed Sarah without looking up from her knitting.   

Amber glanced up at the wall clock.  Five thirty-five. Amber hated when they were late. 

 

Then as if on cue, it came.  The familiar ring of the lift doors breaking the silent spell on the 

corridors and the clanging crescendo from the rattling trolley whizzing its way up the hall, 

and into the kitchen, followed by the anxious kerfuffle of nurses deciding which meal was 

whose, knowing the upmost importance of keeping to routine.  They really oughtn’t to be 

late. 

 

Amber’s heart fluttered in her chest, and she felt her body begin to stiffen and jaw grip tight.  

Was she breathing?  ‘Listen to Monica’ she told herself.  By far the best therapist Amber had 

ever had, Monica had given her a list of strategies to cope in what they now called ‘the 

freeze or flight’ situations Amber often found herself in.   

 

But what were they?   

 

‘Breathe.’   

 

That one was easy to remember.   

 

‘Feel your feet on the ground.  Focus on one thing.’ 

 

Amber pressed her feet into the carpet and took three deep belly breaths.  She closed her 

eyes.   

 

‘Think about something you love, something you’re looking forward to, something worth 

fighting for.’ 

 

 At once she saw him, bounding past the stables and up the garden towards the house, as he 

did last summer when the fence had blown down after the storm.  His golden coat 

shimmering in the August sun, his blonde main flowing through the breeze like a hair 

commercial.  Her best friend and most beautiful affectionate and intuitive horse in the whole 

world, Nugget.   

 

It was a year to the day almost since Amber had last ridden him.  The thought lodged a hard 

lump in her throat and her head began to spin.   

 

‘Think of what you love, think of what you love.’ 

 

Last year, May Bank Holiday weekend, the ride with Aggy and Star to Grandma’s.  Amber 

had new riding boots, Star, who was awkward to ride even on a good day had a cold and 

kept stopping in the lane to Aggy’s annoyance.  Nugget though was as good as gold; he 

knew where he was going. And there’d always be Grandma’s home baked cookies when 

they got there. 

 



Past the lane they got on to the bridle path and out towards the open fields.  Amber took 

Nugget from a trot to a canter as they approached the open plains.  

 

‘Race you to the brook!’ she shouted, as Aggy finally got the begrudging Star up to a canter 

behind them. 

 

They galloped over the meadows, soaring across the vast expanse of green and brown and 

blue.  There was nothing like the exhilaration from riding freely like this with her trusty 

steed, and there was never any problem he couldn’t take Amber far away from.  It felt like 

they could go anywhere in the world, like nothing could tie them down, and when they rode 

this fast it was like they were riding into oblivion.  As if Amber couldn’t tell where she 

ended and where the outside world began.  They were the wind.  

 

‘Come on Amber, kitchen please,’ snapped Peggy. 

 

Amber closed her eyes to feel the wind on her face once more, and the warm feel of Nugget 

beneath her.  This is what she’s here for.  The sooner she gets the treatment over with, the 

sooner she’ll be out of here and home with Nugget, healthy and strong enough to ride again. 

 

Striding with new found determination into the kitchen where everyone else was seated, 

Amber took her seat by the window, and placed her hands on the warm metallic plate cover.  

Sarah was doing the same, perhaps anticipating what was inside, perhaps just warming her 

hands.  Laura’s hands were in her lap, and her gaze downwards.  She was quiet tonight and 

sullen, very unlike herself and Amber was worried.  She knew her meeting with the 

consultant hadn’t gone so well.  He had made increases to her meal plan she had told Amber 

she wasn’t ready for.  Tonight would be her first full meal portion, and Laura was clearly 

dreading it. 

 

Ashley was fiddling with her nails, picking off bits of chipped polish, and playing with her 

long red hair when that became boring.  She’d been there the longest of the four and would 

be eating downstairs soon with the others.  Ashley was often the one to get a conversation 

going at dinner time - well, as close to a conversation as was possible in the intense 

atmosphere of that tiny kitchen, the nurses watching every movement they made like dough 

eyed hawks.  But today even Ashley was distant.  A general mood of melancholia seemed to 

be infectious.  Even nurse Peggy seemed to have things on her mind, going back and forth 

to the kitchen cupboards for condiments she’d forgotten to set on the table. 

 

Amber couldn’t remember what she had ordered for dinner, but there was no point in 

asking.  It was there and it had to be eaten, it doesn’t matter what it is, she told herself.  It’s 

not about food, it’s just something that had to be done, doesn’t even require thought.  Just 

get it down, that’s all.  One mouthful at a time. Each mouthful is another step to closer to 

being with Nugget. 

 
‘Okay ladies, the time is five-forty, you have half an hour to complete your meal and your two 

prescribed cups of water, you may begin.’ 

 

They each lifted the lids from the plates without hesitation.  Amber likened it to those first 

steps into the cold school swimming pool.  You soon came to accept if you’ve got to do it 



the best way is to just jump on in.   

 

Chicken, potatoes and green beans, with a trickling of what looked like congealed gravy. 

 

Amber divided the plate into four sections.  Four was a good number.  Potatoes, veg, and 

two halves of chicken.  She dealt with the veg first, as veg was easy.  Hardly any calories, 

zero fat, and it didn’t even require much chewing the way they cooked it.  She skewered a 

small piece of broccoli with her fork and slipped it into her mouth, the squidgy wet mash 

churned around her tongue and before she could retch Amber swallowed hard.  She really 

didn’t like broccoli, but they were only allowed two dislikes, and Amber had used these up, 

most importantly, on cheese and chocolate.   

She quickly skewered another piece, carrot this time, overcooked with the same mushy 

texture as the rest.  Then a pea, then a bean, one by one, carefully placing each one into her 

mouth. 

 

‘Amber, we don’t eat our vegetables one at a time like that.  You know the rules, you are to 

use both your knife and fork to eat properly and take normal sized mouthfuls.  Take some 

potatoes and chicken on your fork as well.’ 

 

Amber gripped her fork tightly as it began to shake in her hand.  She glanced across the 

table at Sarah, her dark hair covering most of her face as it sank downwards.  Her fork was 

wobbling violently in her hand now, and when Ashley sneezed loudly it jumped on to the 

floor with a loud clatter. 

 

‘Just try to relax Sarah; I’ll get you a new one,’ said Nurse Peggy calmly, and she went to 

the drawer. 

 

‘There’s too much potato,’ whispered Laura, once Peggy had left the table. 

 

‘Just think of Spain,’ Amber offered.   

‘It’s ridiculous, not even a grown man would eat this much potato.’ Laura had put her 

cutlery on the table, and sat with her arms folded. 

 

‘What’s the matter Laura?’ Peggy didn’t miss a beat. 

 

‘I’m not eating all this potato, it’s ridiculous, I’ve been given too much.’ 

 

‘You haven’t been given too much; it’s all been measured out as prescribed.  It may look 

like more because of the way it’s spread out on your plate…’ 

 

‘I can’t eat that much potato.’ She spat back. 

 

‘You can Laura, you can do it, I know you can.’ Peggy almost cheered. 

 

‘I shouldn’t even be on full portion, I’m not ready, this is ridiculous.’ Laura could no longer 

control her emotion, struggling to speak through broken sobs. 

 

Peggy moved to sit next to her and began her well-rehearsed monologue of encouragement, 



but the panic bug had already bitten and it was spreading. 

 

‘Well if Laura doesn’t have to eat all the potato I don’t see why I should,’ snapped  

Ashley, who too had rejected her knife and fork to the table. 

 

Sarah shook even more uncontrollably at the uprising, and proceeded to break into a slow 

whine, until she too had to let go of her cutlery, quite physically unable to raise food to 

mouth. Poor Peggy, who could have done with extra staff and wondered where the health 

care assistant had got to, moved swiftly round the table to support Sarah. 

 

Amber took Laura’s hand and held it tightly.  Laura was her best friend there, she had come 

so far and been so strong, unrecognisable to the shadow of a person that came in one month 

ago, wheel chair-bound and fed through tubes.  Laura had never complained, step by step 

she always just got on with it, always encouraging everyone else when they hit a wall or met 

with a nemesis.   It seemed Laura had finally met hers, and it was yellow, fluffy and covered 

in butter. 

 

‘Listen to me,’ Amber demanded. 

 

‘You can do this, I know you can.  Remember when I had my first solids, how much I 

freaked out and said I couldn’t do it, do you remember what you said to me?  

 

‘No I don’t, I can’t...’ 

 

‘You said think of going home, think of seeing Nugget.  That’s what you said to me.  And I 

didn’t listen, I couldn’t, I was too busy crying over spaghetti, but today I listened, and it 

works, I’m telling you it really works.’ 

 

‘I want to go home; I just want to go home.’ 

 

‘This is the way home.  That’s what this is, that’s all it means.  We can do this together 

Laura, please do this with me, I want to go home too.’ 

 

‘Leave me alone, please just leave me alone.’ 

 

‘What about our holiday in Spain? I’m not going alone! Think of the beach, the heat, 

imagine us there, sipping cocktails by a clear blue pool.’ 

 

Laura held her face in her hands sobbing, shaking her head.  Meanwhile Peggy was trying to 

avoid another anxiety attack from poor Sarah.  Having phoned for assistance she sat beside 

Sarah, rubbing her back and talking in soothing drones. 

 

‘Good girl, that’s right, breath in for five and out for five, two, three, four, that’s a good girl, 

you’re okay, you’re absolutely fine, your medication is on its way.’   

 

Sarah sat hunched and shaking, teeth chattering, her hair pulled back now into a loose bun 

away from her hollow face. 

 



‘My food is cold now, I need it heated up,’ insisted Ashley.  She resented having to sit 

through this, infected by the unbearable atmosphere of everyone else’s anxiety.  How was 

she expected to be able to eat like this?  She felt more than ready to eat downstairs with the 

others where at least there’d be the background light chatter of the general patients. 

 

The health care assistant finally arrived, much to Peggy’s relief, and took the quivering 

Sarah to her room for medication. 

 

‘Now Laura.’  Peggy had not forgotten the protest. 

 

‘Are you going to eat your meal, or do you want a meal replacement shake instead?’ 

 

‘I’m not having a shake, I’m sick of them, you can give it to me but I’m not having it.’ 

 

It was no use, Laura was frozen, Amber knew that state of mind well, that closed off 

defiance.  She’d made up her mind.  Trying to ‘encourage’ her now would only evoke more 

defensiveness, Amber knew that.  Although the well-trained nurses never accepted this, and 

kept to their strategy of repetition, parroting such usual mantras as ‘You can do it,’ ‘Keep 

going,’ and the bottom line ‘I understand it’s difficult, but you have to.’ Most of the time this 

proved effective.  Amber supposed it was because generally no one wants to stand out from 

the group.  But Laura was consumed with terror now; this meal size was a new experience 

she wasn’t prepared for.  

 

There was something Amber could do, she realised, she could lead by example.  And 

without another word, that’s exactly what she did.  She scooped up a good mouthful of veg 

with her fork and ate.  Then another, and another, and then some chicken.  She closed her 

eyes and chewed and chewed and she thought of Nugget.  She went through the old 

morning routine in her mind.  Walking up the field, opening the stable door, brushing his 

coat down.  The smell of the straw, the feel of his mane.  Before she knew it the first half of 

the chicken was gone.  Her stomach grumbled and bloated in complaint.  ‘That doesn’t 

matter.’ She told herself.  ‘Keep going.’ 

She took Nugget’s bridle, fitted and fastened the straps, and then the saddle, and fastened 

the belt under his warm belly.  Amber swallowed the last piece of chicken.  Easy, gone.  

Now for the potatoes.  She cut them all in half and then in quarters, fighting the urge to cut 

them into eighths feeling the penetrating stare from Peggy across the table.  Maybe Laura 

had raised her head at last, maybe she was looking too.   

 

The kitchen was still and quiet now, accept for the sounds of Amber and Ashley’s knives 

and forks.  Ashley ate steadily without looking up.  Laura secretly watched over her friend 

from the corner of her eye, hands wedged firmly between her legs.  Amber’s face was 

grimaced and her hands quivered with the strain, but she didn’t give up.  As more and more 

potato disappeared, Laura felt her cheeks burn with shame.  

 

As food began to vanish from Ashley and Amber’s plates, the more mountainous her own 

plate appeared to be.  Laura tried closing her eyes to block them out, but she could still hear 

them and see them in her mind’s eye.  She tried drinking water to distract herself, but Peggy 

gave her a knowing look.  She retrieved the meal replacement milkshake from the fridge 

and gave it a shake.  The sound made the hairs on the back of Laura’s neck prickle.  She’d 



had to drink nothing but those revolting shakes for six weeks, and there was no way she 

would have even one more sip. 

 

Amber’s heart was pounding in her chest and that familiar feeling of nausea began to rise 

from her belly.  She felt her blood pumping around her whole body, complaining it was 

stuffed, and could she please stop eating now thank you very much.  But Amber took deep 

breath, sipped some water and just kept on going.   

 

‘You will feel like this for the first little while, everyone goes through it,’ Monica had 

reassured her.  ‘There’s a lot of discomfort when the body starts the re-feeding process.  

Your stomach isn’t used to proper amounts of food, but it will get used to it.  You just have 

to hang in there until you push through.’ 

 

Amber wished the dietician had told her about this earlier.  But then the dietician wasn’t half 

as lovely or compassionate as Monica was.  What would Amber have done without her?   

 

 ‘Time’s up ladies, that’s your half an hour.’  

 

Two mouthfuls left.  She glanced to the side and caught Laura’s eye - was now sat up, bright 

and straight and chomping on a mouthful of potato.  She met Amber’s gaze and gave her a 

wide warm smile. 

 

‘Keep going,’ she whispered. 

 

Amber gave a wink back, and quickly shovelled the last two potatoes into her mouth and 

placed her cutlery together on the plate. 

 

‘Well done Amber, nice and punctual.  Come on Laura. You’ve a lot of catching up to do.’ 

 

‘I’ve been waiting for ages, can I go now.’ Ashley, to whom patience was no virtue, was 

only on half portions and always finished ahead of time. 

 

‘You can all go into the lounge for supervision except Laura.’ 

 

‘I wonder if Sarah’s coming back.’ Said Ashley under her breath to Amber. 

 

‘Never you mind yourself about Sarah, she’ll have her dinner.’ 

 

The other girls were all in the lounge now, some texting, some reading, some staring blankly 

at the TV.  The big strip lights were off and the lamps on, giving the room a nice cosy feel, 

especially with the pitter-patter of rain outside.  Amber snuggled up on the bean bag, and 

pulled her blanket from the arm of the sofa over her.  No one spoke after meal time really, 

but the TV was on blaring out some reality television program.  This was just what Amber 

needed now, mindless TV to zone out to.  Zone out and forget the bloated bursting pain in 

her stomach, and the threatening waves of nausea.  Something to drown out the raging 

thoughts whirling around her head, the voice that was trying to count up the calories of the 

meal she just ate, and the other voice that wanted to chastise her for being such a greedy, 

weak and self-indulgent pig.  A third voice wanted to plan the next week’s worth of 



compensatory exercise to make up for the terrible ‘binge.’ Then there was another voice.  

The voice that got her through dinner, the one that is really looking forward to the future.  

Being at home with family, as much as they drive her mad sometimes, she missed them.  

And Nugget, riding with Nugget, and becoming the wind. 

 

 


