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Ahrough writing the
novel ‘““Hunger Point,’
lian Medoff began t¢
understand her own
eating disorder.
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- “Hunger Point”

tty, often tr,ai" debut

for author Jillian Medoff. -

Mother Marsha, who's obsessed
with food, her body and the size and
shape ofher daughters’ bodies, uses
Valium and an extra-marital affair
with her boss to take the edge off.
Mr. Hunter, a so-so-successful sales-
man who shuts down when it comes
to dealing with his daughters’ crises
or his failing marriage, spends his
time planning the family’s next
gourmet meal.

They sound pretty outrageous,
yet believable. The Hunters are the
core of Regan Books’ “Hunger
Point,” an earthy, witty, penetrat-
ing first novel from Jillian Medoff,
an Atlantan now working in New
York. Medoff, a graduate of North
Springs High School in Atlanta and
Barnard College, has woven a trag-
ic, yet sometimes hysterical tale of
a rapidly disintegrating middle-
class family struggling to deal with
the eating disorder that’s killing its
most gifted member.

The story is told by Frannie
Hunter, who experiences mixed emo-
tions over her sister’s self-wrought
illness, while she tries desperately
to stop her own downward spiral.
These two sisters have little in com-
mon, other than their searches for
ways to fill the voids in their lives.

Shelly is a bright, attractive over:
achiever who, as a teenager, stuffs
herself with Rice-a-Roni and hot
honey sandwiches. In college, she
discovers ifshe makes herself throw
up after pigging out, she can eat all
she wants and stay thin. When
Frannie confronts her, Shelly rather
proudly describes her bulimic be-
havior as “discipline.”

While Shelly seeks comfort in
food, Frannie uses sex. Frannie
spends her college years sleeping
with ‘Rat Boys,” sometimes not lik-
ing them or even knowing their
names.

Medoff, 33, says her debut novel
isnot autobiographical, but many of
the characters’ emotions are her own.

MedofPs family settled in Atlanta
after moving 17 times, and she has

suffered from both anorexia ner- .

vosa and bulimia since adolescence,
Years of alternately starving her-
self and bingeing and purging,
Medoff says, “wasted her body” and
“exhausted her spirit.”

Like the character Shelly, the
author has been hospitalized for
her eating disorder and has un-

i

dergone therapy.

dillian Medoffis a
graduate of the writ-
ing program at New
York University. She
has taught at both
NYU and the Uni-
versity of Georgia.

Writing “Hunger
Point,” which took
three years, was
cathartic, she says.
The reader senses
that in what seems -
an honest, firsthand
account of a young
woman’s painful self-
discovery.

“It was unbelievable,” Medoff says
in a phone interview, “how | start-
ed to make associ--ations with the
book that I had never mnade in real
life. I understood intellectually the
connections between poor self-es-

Jillian Medoff:
Her characters’ emotions
are autobiographical.
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teem and my eat-
ing disorder and
my proclivity for
seeking out guys
who were weak
and not very nice to
me, but it wasn't
until I got into the
characters’ heads
that I was able to
see the big picture.
I'really understand
things now in ways
Inever did before.”

Like her charac-
ters, Medoff also
grew up with a
mother who was ob-
sessed with weight. This negative

fixation conveyed'the same digsat.
isfaction to her daughters.

In a society that’s so obsessed with
body image, weight and food, it -
shouldn’t be surprising that many

young women feel pressure to con
form to what’s presented as the ide
al: Thin is beautiful, good, in. Bu
Medoff believes eating disorders
which affect about 5 percent o
American college women, are the re
sult of more complex factors.

“In my experience, eating disor
ders have nothing, or at least ver
little to do with food. They hav:
much more to do with low self-es
teem which is manifested in a nee:
for control,” Medoff says. “To me
Shelly’s problem is so much abou
choice and not being heard. I thinj
her eating disorder and mine ar
about internalizing so much rag:
and anger and taking it out on our
selves, as opposed to venting it.”

The author believes the true un
derlying problem for women lik.
Shelly is confusion over mixed mes
sages and a resulting depression
“Girls are told they have all thes:
options. They can be a Suprem
Court justice and they can do thi
and that, but everything seems t
get reduced when they read maga
zines or go to the movies and it’s th:
very thin woman with the prett;
hair who ends up with the guy an
lives happily ever after.”

Medoff points to an identity vac
uum, a lack of self, that is mucl
more common among girls tha
boys, as are eating disorders.

In “Hunger Point,” that voic
brings Shelly’s life to a tragic end
Medoff says, in her case, it tool
years of therapy to develop a seli
and finally discover the woman sh
is today. )

“It took a long time for me to re
alize that I had choices and some
one to believe in and take care of,
didn't take care of myself. I took can
of everything else” — a trait Medof
says is common among Jewisl
women who are taught early to pu
self aside and be caretakers.

While Hollywood and fashio:
magazines will always present thin
ness as the ideal, Medoff believe:
that many women are becominy
more enlightened about their bod
ies, and self-worth,

“Because of them the next gener
ation is going to be much healthie
and much more aware of what's go
ing on,” the author says. “I believ
our daughters will be better off”

Julie Allinder is an Atlanta writer,




