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“Jamie K. Schmidt is a fifty-year-old female who suffers from morbid obesity. She has used multiple diets over the years, has been able to lose weight but cannot maintain the weight loss. All forms of conservative management have failed. She stands 5’ 9”, weight 350 pounds, and body mass index is 51.69kg/m2. This level of severe obesity has played an important role in the development of the following comorbidities: lower back pain, asthma, hypertension, obesity.” --Doctor’s note 5/20/21
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Is Weight Loss Surgery the “Easy” Way to Lose Weight?

Only if you think cutting off a limb is an easy way to lose a few pounds. I was overweight my entire life. And for almost that long, I was told that to lose weight all I would have to do is eat less and exercise more. Easy peasy lemon squeezy, right?

Wrong.

That’s an oversimplification that people who like to feel superior to fat people say to people struggling with their weight, or that’s how people who have absolutely no idea how to lose weight give advice.

Sure, if you run ten miles a day and limit your food intake to 1,000 calories a day, you could lose weight. Chances are, though, you won’t. Or you’ll lose weight temporarily until your body rebels. Then you’ll either stall or wind up binge-eating to give your body the nutrients it needs.

I am not a nutritionist. I’m not a doctor. I’m not a dietician. I’m a fifty-two-year-old mom who has tried every diet on the planet. Prior to my SADI-S bariatric weight loss surgery, I lost 60 pounds on Weight Watchers. I lost 70 pounds on a very low calorie diet (VLCD). And 50 pounds on Keto. I gained back all that weight and even more.

I was originally against having weight loss surgery. But even so I thought about it for over twenty years. At first, I thought it wasn’t safe. Then, I thought that it was “cheating,” and that I “should” be able to lose weight through diet and exercise. I saw people getting the surgery, making all these sacrifices, and then gaining all their weight back anyway. For a long time, that was proof to me that weight loss surgery wouldn’t work for me.

When I was in high school, I was sixteen and I weighed 160 pounds. I was 5' 7" and that was considered fat. I was teased for being overweight, even though I was a varsity field hockey player and I played softball. When I went to college, I was 18 and my weight ballooned up to 180, but I figured that was okay. I swore to myself that that would be the top weight I would ever be.

And then the freshmen 15 hit. It never went away. In my senior year of college, my dorm room blew up after an abnormal power surge occurred from an off-campus traffic accident. The spike severely damaged the electrical system in the building and sprayed harmful PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) from the oil in the transformers all over the place. I lost everything. Luckily, I was not in the dorm room at the time. I was moved off campus and then had to start student teaching high school kids (four years younger than me) full time because my coordinating student teacher who was supposed to be training me while I was observing his classroom was a lazy jerk and “encouraged me” to completely take over all of his classes. I used food for comfort. And I gained weight.

When I got married, I was 250 pounds. In the following years, I “only” gained 10 pounds a year. After up and down and daily battles with dieting and the scale, I was at my heaviest weight of 350 pounds I blew by the “I will never be this weight” guidelines I kept resetting for myself, and I knew that if I didn’t do something drastic, I would keep gaining weight until they made a television show about me.

And I couldn’t let that happen. I was having trouble walking and moving. I didn’t like how my clothes fit. The last straw came when my husband excluded me from fun activities he was planning because he knew my body couldn’t keep up the pace, like walking along the streets of New York City or taking a rail bike through Essex, Connecticut. So I decided to do something drastic and in the midst of a pandemic I looked into weight loss surgery.

Luckily, I had good insurance and there was an excellent program in a hospital that my primary care physician was affiliated with. I was able to go to support groups online and most of my appointments were telehealth. I started the journey in May 2022 and it was a long bumpy road to my surgery in September 2022.

But the journey didn’t end after I woke up from surgery. The bariatric surgery was a success. My body had changed. But I was still the same person. They didn’t operate on my emotions or remove the years of self self-soothing by eating. That is still part of my journey and I hope someone who is considering having weight loss surgery finds my words and takes strength or comfort from reading them.

 


Where it began January 2021

In 2019, I lost enough weight on the Keto diet to get down to 327.6 (The sixth-tenths of a pound counts. Every little increment mattered to me.) But by January of 2020, I gained more and was at 336.2. For all the dumpster fire that 2020 was with the pandemic, I felt that “only” gaining nine pounds seemed pretty good.

Unfortunately, my primary care physician didn’t agree with me. He wanted me to stay on Keto or do Paleo and lose ten pounds by March 2020, making sure that I exercised daily.

So I put together the following goals:


		Lose and keep off ten pounds by March (three months later)

		Exercise 20 minutes a day.

		Take my blood pressure every day.

		Go to bed by midnight to get more sleep.

		Drink 90 ounces of water a day.



They were ambitious goals, but I thought I could do it. Of course, they were similar to every other resolution or goal I had made in the past. But this time was going to be different. 

Except it wasn’t.

Going crazy foodwise because of the COVID pandemic started out as self-care. But it escalated into self-hate by the time the Christmas holidays ended and 2020 started. After gorging on cookies, chips, and crackers for several months, I felt bloated, sickly, and sluggish. The sugar and carbs tasted great, but they really played hell on my body.

I was out of control and having goals or a doctor’s advice wasn’t helping me rein in my emotional eating.

I lost the ten pounds by March, but quickly gained it all back. I spent most of the year on Keto, but taking in too many calories and not getting enough exercise.

And a year later in January 2021, I was 341.4 pounds. My all-time highest weight. The number on the scale was gut wrenching, but even worse was how I felt.

I had bad hemorrhoids. My joints ached and it was even harder to move around. Acid reflux happened more often. I couldn’t walk or climb stairs without getting winded. Bending over was painful. Tying my shoes or putting on socks was impossible. I couldn’t find clothes that looked nice or fit. 

I wrote this in my journal in January 2021:

 

I don’t like being this weight. I want to fit into all chairs, like my mother’s computer desk chair and the new chairs my husband bought to sit around the fire pit. I want to do the Essex Rails bike ride where you pedal down the train tracks on a recumbent bike. But you have to be under 250 pounds to be able to do that. I want to ride a horse. I want to live longer. I want to fit in airplane seats and buckle the belt. I want to stop being in chronic pain. I want to be able to walk around Disney.

 

So because it was January, it was time for my annual New Year’s Resolution: To lose 100 pounds. But I still didn’t know how this year was going to be different from all those other years where I made that resolution and failed to follow through. I still believed that Keto was the answer. Mostly because on Keto I was never hungry and I was able to eat portions that left me satisfied and eat food that didn’t make me feel like I was on a diet.

I always started off strong. I wrote down my measurements. I started a journal to record my exercise log and what I ate.

Day One: 1/4/21:

Breakfast: (5 carbs) 2 Chaffles, 4 breakfast sausages, 1 coffee with heavy cream and sugar free Torani syrup

Lunch (1 carb) Egg salad, 2 Babybel cheese

Snack (5 carbs) Nush Cake, walnuts

Dinner (3 carbs) Chicken meatballs

Dessert (2 carbs) Keto chocolate bar

 

On 1/5/21 — Day 2 of my diet. I wrote this…

Down a pound, but all my muscles ache like someone beat me with a bag of oranges. My tummy isn’t doing so hot as well. I was able to sleep a ton, and then did a little exercise by going outside to get the groceries. The fresh air felt good. I’m trying to have some meatballs and chaffles now so I can take some Aleve. I might also be having Diet Coke withdrawals because I was trying to drink 96 ounces of water today. I only did 64 ounces. But I was able to do ten squats and ten leg lifts. Baby steps, I guess.

Reading back on these journal entries makes me cringe. There is so little joy or happiness in these posts. My life centered around food.

 

1/6/21- Day 3

So hungry last night — even after dinner and snacking. I drank five 32-ounce mugs of water. I peed a lot. My brain feels foggy. I’m tired and achy. I’m going to try and go to bed early tonight.

 

1/7/21 — Day 4

What a shitstorm yesterday was. I stress ate a ton of snacks, granted they were Keto snacks. But I still ate too many carbs and it showed on the scale this morning. I gained a pound back. It was probably all water weight anyway. Small victories: I didn’t order fast food and face dive into potato chips and a chocolate shake. Terrible day. I’ve got a pounding headache.

 

1/8/21 — Day 5

Didn’t get any better. I was glued to social media all day. Didn’t get a thing done. Lots of anxiety. Ate way too much food, but no sugar. No exercise though. Water is still going good.

 

1/9/21 — Day 6

Back to the weight I was on Monday. No exercise or water. Was ready to say fuck it all. But I had already bought Keto food and didn’t want it to go to waste.

 

What’s the old saying? I’ve been on a diet all week and all I’ve lost is seven days. Except in my case it was more like decades rather than days.

By March of 2021, I had a new highest weight: 358 pounds I knew in my heart that if I didn’t do something drastic, I was going to be 400 pounds sooner rather than later. 

After decades of fighting it, I knew that my only option left was weight loss surgery. It took two more months of research and soul-searching, but shortly before my fifty-first birthday I decided to get a procedure known as a SADI-S (single anastomosis duodeno–ileal bypass with sleeve gastrectomy) weight loss surgery.

 


Keto, Weight Watchers, and Playing the Diet Game

One of the things my hospital wanted from me was a diet history. It was partly for their information and partly for the insurance company. I was hoping to get scheduled earlier and bypass a lot of the support group and nutrition information because been there, done that for the last thirty years of my life. I was so frustrated and depressed. I wanted my journey to start now. I wanted my life to change immediately and every hurdle I had to jump felt like it was placed there to set me up for failure. It wasn’t, of course. But it felt that way. I felt that if I couldn’t do it immediately, I might change my mind or my situation would change and I might no longer be able to have the surgery. I was a hot mess of emotions.

In 1986, I was sixteen years old. I weighed between 160-180 pounds

In 1988, I went to college and gained the freshman fifteen. But in my case, it was the freshman thirty.

After graduation in 1992, I was 220 pounds. I ballooned up to 250 pounds, but went on Weight Watchers to lose weight for my wedding in 1996 and got back down to 220 pounds.

After that, I gained about 5 pounds a year, which doesn’t sound like much until ten years later, you’re fifty pounds heavier.

In 2006, I was 300 pounds. So I went back on Weight Watchers and over a period of two years I lost fifty pounds. But I stalled at 250 pounds.

I hit the dreaded plateau. Nothing I did worked. I could exercise. I could starve myself. I could cry and beat my fists against the wall. The scale would not move.

In 2011, I was back up to 330 pounds. I went on a doctor-supervised very low calorie diet (VLCD). It was sheer hell. But I lost 60 pounds in six months. Of course as soon as I went off the liquid diet, I gained a lot of it back.

In 2012, I was hanging in there at 280 pounds. I went on Nutrisystem. It was expensive and I found most of the food to be inedible.

By 2017 my weight was back up to 310 pounds. I became pregnant. I think I’m the only person that lost weight during their pregnancy because I was so sick every day. Morning sickness? Not me. I was an over achiever. I had morning, noon and night sickness. I was a puker. It was not a fun time.

When my beautiful son was born, I was 280 pounds.

I decided to go to a nutritionist, but she wasn’t very helpful. She basically said eat a sandwich and an apple with lunch. Gee. Thanks.

I tried Atkins, Paleo, the Mediterranean diet, intermittent fasting. They all worked to a certain extent, but nothing ever stuck.

Then the pandemic happened and in addition to being quarantined, I ate all my feelings of helplessness, grief, rage, and terror. Luckily, our grocery store delivered and we had a bunch of restaurants that offered curbside pickup. 

My weight skyrocketed up to 360 pounds.

I knew I had to do something different with my eating habits. So I went on Keto to try and regain control over food.

I was on Keto a full year before deciding to get weight loss surgery and up until my surgery date. Keto is like the Atkins diet in that you’re concentrating on eating foods that have low carbs and do not spike your blood sugar on the hypoglycemic index.

A strawberry is low in carbs. A pineapple is not.

A ribeye steak is low in carbs. It’s allowed even though it’s very high in fat.

It’s the one diet where you want to have fat because fat satisfies and keeps you full. 

They have “fat bombs” for you to snack on when you’re on Keto, which is basically yummy things like sugar free, high fat desserts like specially made fudge or cheesecake. It’s very easy to overdo the “fat bombs”.

Keto gets its name from ketosis, which is the state you want your body to be in so you burn your fat cells for fuel instead of carbs.

One of the things I liked about being on Keto was that I could eat really yummy nondiet foods and not be hungry. To me, being hungry is and always has been the worst. And because Keto was all about protein, as long as I kept up my protein, I wasn’t hungry at all.

And let's face it, Keto’s big claim to fame is that all you have to do is count carbs and not calories. That way of thinking is kind of like saying to someone, “All you have to do to lose weight is to exercise and eat right.”

In theory it sounds good, but the reality is always more complicated than that.

I did lose a lot of weight while I was on Keto. But the moment I slipped up or went over my carb counts, I gained. It got to the point where I was terrified of bread. Vampires, werewolves, nuclear war? Amateur hour.

Hot bread right out of the oven?

The devil.

I could sniff it and gain a pound.

But as long as I kept my carbs between 20 and 30 per day, I could at the very least maintain my weight. What Keto couldn’t help me with was overeating. 

One of my journal entries from April 2021:

 

OMG stop eating after dinner! You consume more calories between dinner and bedtime than you do all day. No food after 6 p.m. Drink water or have a protein shake or a protein soup.

 

A regular breakfast for me on Keto was a three-egg omelet with cheese, ham, bacon, and sausage. The entire carb count was probably under five, but the calorie count was easily a thousand.

I couldn't figure out why I wasn't losing weight. I was following all the rules. I’m really good about rules. And about going right up to the very line, but not crossing over. Managing 20-30 carbs a day was very similar to how I handled counting points on Weight Watchers.
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