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We have tried to prove to the thin world that we are worthy for far too long.


If you are going to be brave, be brave for the fat people.


—IJEOMA OLUO

















Trigger Warnings, Disclaimers, and Other Things



HEY, FRIEND!


When I asked a few brilliant minds to read selected sections from this book and send back their critiques, many left comments in the margins that went a lot like: “Holy shit, maybe consider giving people a heads-up that there is some rough stuff in here so they don’t pass out mid-chapter, okay?” That, combined with the fact that I cried all over my keyboard while typing half of this memoir, convinced me that a Hey, I’m writing about real life, and real life can occasionally be difficult, so please be gentle with your heart while flipping through these pages was in order.1


So, in the spirit of transparency, I offer you this insider tip: The book you’re holding? It’s basically one long-ass trigger.


Tough topics covered that you might want to mentally buckle up for:




Self-hatred


Eating disorders


Weight-loss surgery


Bedbugs (I’m still trying to emotionally recover) Fatphobia


Embarrassing personal failure


Diet-ey diet talk about a lot of diets





I wrote Landwhale for three reasons: 1) I wanted to give these stories a permanent home; 2) I wanted to offer my personal narrative to you in the hope that you might feel a little less alone after turning the last page; and 3) the title was too good to not be on a book cover.


With any luck, you’ll find some validation, solidarity, and humor within these pages as well.


I will also disclose that some names have been changed, not because I believe that divulging every last detail is a sin, but because many other people in this universe do.


You’re holding a story. It’s a sad one. A scary one. A common one. A happy one. A tragic one. A privileged one. An impossible-to-properly-articulate one. A relatable one. An unwelcome one. A lucky one. An alienating one. A confusing one. A brave one. A safe one. A problematic one. An unfinished one. A true one.


It is all of these things, but, simply put, it is mine.


All of that said, welcome! I’m glad you’re here. So hold on to those britches of yours, because we’re about to talk about some really important shit.


Holding your hand (consensually, of course) as we dive in,


[image: image]





1. I’m astounded that my keyboard still works after endless months of salty eyeball flooding. Hewlett Packard, keep up the good work.















CHAPTER 1



This Was All Just a Big Mistake


I AM AN impressively terrible businesswoman.


I became “Jes, The Militant Baker: conspicuous fat chick, beauty-myth challenger, shit talker, petty blocker, Twitter amateur, and internet human with more followers than any person from Tucson deserves” by complete accident. The fact that you’re holding this book in your hands right now? Total fluke. In fact, I keep expecting someone important who is in charge of something big (Google? Amazon maybe? Even Kmart would do) to come out and say, “Sorry guys, this was all just one big mistake! Jes, delete everything you’ve written online. Everyone else, carry on.”


I’m still not ruling that out.


So, no. I never imagined, back when I started typing center-justified blog posts (I still have serious internet shame around this) on a shoddily designed Blogger site—first about vintage kitchenware *yawn* and then about my plus-size body—that it would lead to this. “This” being becoming a somewhat well-known fat person on the internet whom thousands of people praise and even more people pray an untimely death for. “This” being a future containing invitations to participate in documentaries, film corporate campaigns and offers to write Upworthy articles (which no doubt require hours of editing on their end). “This” being a creepily detailed Wikipedia page about my past written by strangers, a delightfully scathing shout-out on Breitbart, the chance to lecture at universities about why being nice is a really good thing, and the opportunity to be in the same room as (and the inexplicable privilege to be ignored by) the accomplished actress Danielle Brooks. When I started writing online, none of this crossed my baby blogger mind.


I just wanted a couple dozen people (honestly, I would have settled for five—friends included) to read my hastily typed fat-girl feels and the opportunity to take lots of pictures of myself using my DLSR, which I fondly named Midge. I was bored by my deteriorating relationship and needed a hobby because watching River Monster marathons every single night with a lifeless partner who only liked eating chicken nuggets, wearing Tapout shorts, and refusing to let me drive just wasn’t doing it for me anymore.


So, I sat on my bed, opened my computer, shoved an SD card into my camera, and started blogging for no other reason than to distract myself from the toothy perils that apparently lurk in every body of water (also: is Jeremy Wade even his real name? As the host of a show filmed in bodies of water, it just… seems awfully convenient) and a person who would rather stare blankly at a screen than interact with another human. Especially me.


Oh, the glamour. Oh, the life.


And somehow, five years later… here I am: two books published, innumerable conference and college lectures given, and hundreds of thousands of followers who have formed an incredible community and have taught me more about body politics, fat empowerment, and mental health than I could have ever imagined. I’m still hastily typing and taking lots of pictures, but now I am both existing and producing content under a shockingly hot spotlight that comes with the un-ditchable (trust me, I’ve tried) requirement of being what some adults like to call a businesswoman. That’s what they call someone who identifies as a lady person and makes some money doing things on their own when they’re a grown-up, right?


If so, I suppose that’s what I am, like it or not.


And the reality is that I suck at all of it.


I’ll own that the success is both startling and exciting. A large part of my visibility can be attributed to my dedication to authenticity, challenging social norms, bad jokes, critical thinking in a world that prefers the easy way out, as well as undeniable privilege and sheer luck. I’m pretty great at continuing to excel in all of these things. The business part though? Not so much.


I’m not aiming for self-deprecation. I’m simply stating a fact—one that is well known by any volunteer who has helped me run a “successful” (to others, anyway; it was a clusterfuck behind the scenes) five-hundred-person conference when I had no idea what a conference should look like or what intersectionality was.1 You can also poll anyone who has emailed me in the last five years; I would imagine that 87 percent of them would agree with my statement after having waited nine months for a reply. And I’m being generous.


To be fair, though, I do receive anywhere from 21 to 1982 emails a day, and every single one of them (besides the Blue Apron shipping update that reminds me I forgot to cancel my overpriced subscription again) contains something complicated that requires me to either write an essay in reply, link multiple items I’ve lost on my unorganized desktop, or schedule a Skype-oriented meeting. Given that the thought of having to make a phone call causes a panic attack, the Skype requests consequently leave me in a frenzied state where a benzo seems like the only way through.


It’s stressful AF. That’s what I’m trying to say here.


So stressful that it’s caused me to get a cold and break out in hives more than I ever broke out in teenage acne.


I solved this problem (though far too late in my career) by creating the best auto-response in the existence of the internet. It goes something like this:




Life is wild, isn’t it? Your inbox? Probably even wilder. (Mine, too.) So: I’m trying a little email-experiment!


I’ve rounded up the top 6 topics that most people email me about—and I’ve answered every single question, just for you! If your email falls under one of the top 6 topics, consider this note your official response. (Ta da! I’m throwing handfuls of happiness your way!)


If your email pertains to some other topic—or if you’re my grandma who’s sending me chain emails like it’s 1998, my speaking agent, my publisher, in the media, an active client, or, like, the ghost of Kurt Vonnegut—you’ll get a separate response from me as speedily as humanly possible.


Sending you ALL KINDS of love,


—Jes


If you wrote to me because…


1. You’re wondering where you can find more body-positive resources. You’re in luck! I’ve compiled 340+ awesome links and wrote a book!


2. You’d love to bring me to your campus or event to speak. I’m absolutely honored! I’ll respond as soon as I can and will additionally connect you to my speaking agent. He’s a peach. (You can find basic info here while you wait for a reply.)


3. You have a question about your business, your writing, or where to find XYZ. I love inquisitive + curious people, but I also love self-reliant people! I recommend using the almighty Google (and your own intuition) to answer your own question because you are so damn smart. And also b/c responding isn’t always possible… this inbox is bananas. Truth.


4. You’ve worked on something really amazing and you’re wondering if I will share it. I’m SO proud of you! I’m also unable to share everything that comes my way, but keep on kicking ass, my friend!


5. You just want to say “thank you” or share your story. Thank YOU. I think you’re amazing and appreciate every note like this that drops into my inbox. Even if I’m not able to respond to every email, just know that your story is honored, safe, and heard. And that I’ll put it in my Permanent Happy File so I can keep it + your awesomeness forever. HUGS!


6. You’re struggling and really need help. I’m so genuinely sorry you’re going through it right now. If you’re struggling with body-image shit, click (link with body-image pep talk and resources). If you’re in crisis, click (link with mental health pep talk and resources) or call 1-800-784-2433. I’m rooting for you. You are important to this world, and I’m sending you so much love.





True to form, I just found a typo in a response that has already been sent to hundreds of influential contacts. No big deal.


See? Sure, I run a “business,” but I’m an amazing failure at it even when bragging about my best work. I don’t know if going back and fixing the typo would defeat my compelling argument that I’ve just spent twenty paragraphs writing. (Don’t count them; that was a sloppy estimate.)


However, this automatic reply has served its purpose. I’ve yet to catch a cold or break out in email-induced hives since implementing my brilliant riposte. The feedback has consisted of just a few “Your auto-reply is amazing, can I copy it?” (Yes, you can. I didn’t come up with something this clever without help) and “It’s really effing annoying to get this kick-back every time I email you” responses. I feel you, my friend; getting an email wishing you magic and a wonderful day (with genuinely misspelled, for God’s sakes) sucks.


Sometimes, I do trudge through the answering of seven thousand emails, though. Eventually, the guilt adds up, the number in bold next to the word “inbox” increases, and the dates that the emails were sent are shoved in my face by Gmail (“Hey, asshole, they sent this three and a half weeks ago. Get your shit together”), and it all becomes impossible to ignore.


On these special occasions, my custom is often to audibly sigh, dig in… and skim.


Last year, I opened my inbox and read (just kidding, skimmed) this guy:




Hi Jes!


I’m emailing from Imagination TV in New Zealand.


We are the makers of the TV series called Name I Skimmed’s “Show’s name I skimmed”—a factual travel series about health and beauty around the world. The first series broadcast in 120 countries around the world including cable in the USA, and won a New York Festivals Award.


We are shooting in NYC in August—an episode about the body—and would love to know if you might be interested in talking to us on the programme!


The episode in NYC sees Skimmed Name looking at beauty standards and body image. What beauty standards and beauty ideals are at play today? How realistic are these and how have they changed over the past few decades, not just in regards to size wise but also colour, gender, and age? Also, most importantly, how can we learn to accept and love our bodies more no matter what their shape, size, colour, and no matter what the media tells us we should look like. I have included a link to the show below.





Did I click the link? I don’t remember.


Things I did remember:




1. NYC.


2. The invitation for this fat girl to discuss her favorite topic: why beauty standards are bullshit.


3. NYC.





I fucking love NYC. I was in.


When the shooting day arrived, it was summer in the city, and I was walking toward the Loeb Boathouse and cursing the fact that the construction inside Central Park had forced my Uber to drop me off several avenues (not streets, avenues; there is a lengthy difference) from our lakeside meeting location. Didn’t the city planners realize it was 160 degrees, with the same amount of humidity? Probably. But they also probably didn’t care. After all, this is the magical city that never sleeps—if you can make it there, you can make it anywhere—that also had mountains of garbage lining every sidewalk and was over capacity with people who would shoulder check you for walking too slow (I’ve visited enough to become one of those proud shoulder-checking assholes). Being dropped off so far away meant I had to hustle, which didn’t bode well with the suffocating humidity, which quickly becomes messy when combined with the amazing amount of sweat I normally produce on a daily basis. The daily amount? Let’s just say it’s a lot.


Already drenched and barely on time, I met the producer (wiping my hand on my suffocating layered dress—who wears multiple layers in NYC in the summer? What was I thinking?—before shaking hers) and waited for our television host. I informed the filming team that I had a rash from an unknown cause on my right arm that I had covered up with foundation, so if they could film from the left, that would be great. I’m sure at that point the makeup had melted off, but they nodded good-naturedly as I internally groaned about how much of a glamorous superstar I continuously failed to be.3 The host arrived, seemingly twelve feet tall, svelte, with long blonde hair flowing behind her graceful frame, which was dressed effortlessly in white shorts and a knotted chambray top (didn’t she know that all chambray clothing highlights sweat? Maybe she didn’t sweat?4). We greeted each other with another (dress-wiped) handshake. I had too much empathy to force her into a sweaty hug.


“It’s so wonderful to meet you!” she grinned. “I have to tell you that I never research who I’m meeting, though. I love to get to know them in person.”


To which I replied, “I also have no idea who you are, but I love NYC, and although your producer just said your name, I already forgot it, but you seem like a really nice human.”


Yeah, right. I said something about how wonderful that was and how I was thrilled to meet her and thanks for thinking of me for the show.


The next hour was spent on a fucking rowboat in the middle of a goddamn lake with maximum humidity causing me to sweat so much it looked like I had fallen out and climbed back in. If she needed a single tissue blot I certainly didn’t see it, whereas I would have sold my car for anything absorbent (a bath sheet, maybe?) that I could use to wipe my neck.


As we swung our oars the wrong way for sixty minutes, the producers (also not sweating—what sort of genetic anomalies were we dealing with here? Do New Zealanders not have sweat glands?) followed us in another boat, bellowing instructions like “Talk about the fifth graders who hate their bodies!” and “You’re going the wrong way again, Jes; try rowing backward!” Somehow, we managed to chat about how harmful it is to idolize one body type.


At one point, she stopped rowing for a moment and somberly confessed, “Sometimes, I wonder how many people I harmed by being visible and part of that idealized demographic.” I surveyed her for a moment, with her golden hair slightly moving with the wind (that I certainly didn’t feel) and her long and slender arms clutching her stationary paddle.


“Well, perhaps. You are a traditionally attractive person.” I stated the obvious nonchalantly while wiping the sweat out of my eyes, trying to say it in a complimentary way. “But this has been going on for centuries and is systemic… y’know?” I added desperately in an attempt to not exacerbate her obvious guilt.


After overhearing me beg one of the cameramen for something to tie back my dripping hair with (they had nothing—nothing), the producer called the row-boating section a wrap. Whether this decision was made out of a gracious amount of pity or concern for their sweat-covered electrical equipment, I’m still not sure.


It took us an embarrassingly long time to dock the boat in its designated area, but I was relieved to be out of that hellish wooden torture device and on land, where at least I could use my hands to fan myself with the production script while we moved to the center of the park for a few more scenes.


We started filming the “beginning” of the episode, which included her theatrical entrance into Central Park. I watched as they captured the slender host delicately sauntering down the flights of concrete stairs “on her way to meet me,” and from the sidelines I couldn’t help but notice groups of people stopping and whispering to each other as they took pictures from afar. The Official TV Host Tissue Blotter (unnecessary; also, where was mine?) waved them away, and the cameras continued to film as she stopped to fix a bride’s dress while a couple was having their picture taken.


“Great!” the producer said. We moved to the fountain for another shot (at this point, I should have realized that they had no compassion for my body’s inability to cope with humidity while standing near any water source in hundred-degree heat). “Now, Jes, this is where you are meeting her for the first time. I want both of you to walk toward each other and then greet enthusiastically. And Jes—make sure you start from that corner and hug before you introduce yourself.”


I tottered (my chub rub was in full rage mode at this point) over to my designated spot, still drenched, and faced the woman who was already airily striding toward me in a way that made me think that she might be Gwyneth Paltrow’s sister. In comparison, I felt like I was capable of only lumbering in her direction, my fat body (the blessed reason I was there) seeming more cumbersome than ever. I kept a smile on my face for the camera, but I’m sure my eyes showed my growing dread about the fact that I had to wrap my salty and sticky body around this unfortunate, elegant woman.


We greeted. We hugged. We took a picture that I was instructed not to share until the episode aired, the filmographers called it a wrap, and then, with a visible air of relief, the crew left.


I too felt relief, wanting nothing more than some goddamn air myself.


I started to walk through the park, wondering why in the hell I had signed up for something like this, and then joined an awestruck crowd that was circled around a man using a rope to completely encompass himself in a six-foot bubble.


I chose a bench next to a young and seemingly charming family with two small children and pulled out my phone to reread the original email and see what I had just participated in.




“Hi Jes!


I’m emailing from Imagination TV in New Zealand.


We are the makers of the TV series Rachel Hunter’s Tour of Beauty.”





Nonplussed and still uncertain about the show I had just filmed, I googled Rachel Hunter.


I am the kind of millennial people write disparaging articles about.




Rachel Hunter: Actress, supermodel, and ex-wife of Rod Stewart. Has appeared on the front of Italian Vogue, Elle, Harper’s Bazaar, and twice on the cover of Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue. Famous for a million reasons and is only unknown by one person in the world: Jes Baker, a sweaty, fat blogger from Arizona who doesn’t read her emails.





I scrolled through images, dumbfounded. Our boat conversation and the unwelcome groups of paparazzi were starting to make more sense. On the one hand, it was pleasant to get to know someone without pretenses. On the other hand, I might have just given Rachel Goddamn Hunter bedbugs.


The toddler next to me projectile vomited all over his parents and, incapable of handling anything else that day, I took it as a sign that it was time to leave.


Lost in thought about my impressive lack of research when it came to the projects I sign up for, I slowly walked back through Central Park, narrowly missing a bicyclist. He was wearing a helmet but it felt like the both of us barely escaped dramatic deaths. “God, I should wear a helmet when I ride a bike too,” I thought as I started to rapidly run through a mental list of things fully functioning adults do that I don’t. “Yes. I’m definitely going to buy a helmet,” I promised myself. “I’m also going to get that year-long-overdue oil change, return those Amazon packages, and organize the mountain of clothes on my bedroom floor.”


“Lord,” I thought, as the list continued to grow, “I really need to get my shit together.”


Of course, I didn’t buy a helmet when I got home. I also didn’t change my oil, visit UPS, or sort the ninety-two black outfits strewn across the floor of my room. That would have been alarmingly responsible. But I did learn perhaps one of the most important lessons to date: a real businesswoman doesn’t skim through emails once and say yes.


A real businesswoman skims through at least twice.





1. Permission to burn me alive at the Activist Stake granted.


2. Lazy estimate because: terrible businesswoman.


3. I had visited urgent care a few days before to try to figure out how to make the conspicuous rash disappear and left with a handful of prescriptions to help with the swelling, prescribed by a baffled nurse. I found out months later that it was from a nightmare-inducing infestation of bedbugs. I should have been quarantined, not traveling across the country.


4. She didn’t.















CHAPTER 2



6 Ways to Hate Your Body


1) Purchase your first piece of “unflattering” clothing.


Shopping alone as a thirteen-year-old felt like one of my first moments of extravagant independence. While my mom waited on a bench outside the store, I trotted into Sears; an unsupervised preteen who had a little bit of money and no idea what she was doing. I quickly assumed the air of a girl who often shopped alone because of her uncontainable amount of style expertise, and breezily glanced around, attempting to hide the fact that I had no idea where I was going until I finally caught a glimpse of the enormous sign labeled “Women” hanging from the ceiling. I slung my clear vinyl handbag over my shoulder (told you I was stylish), walked over to where the sign swayed, and planted myself directly underneath it.


Riffling through the blouses in front of me, I quickly found the top of my dreams: a light lime-green cotton shirt with elastic-lined cap sleeves covered in a pattern of miniature white flowers. I purchased it immediately. Proud of my new and very trendy selection, I wore it as often as I could, until a few weeks later when my mom pulled me aside and suggested that I consider getting rid of it because it was “unflattering” on my arms. With tears in her eyes as well as mine, she was quick to assure me that it was okay, that someday I would find a man who would love me for me and not for the way I looked. I never wore the shirt again.


2) Worship teen periodicals.


My house didn’t believe in magazine subscriptions,1 so I was left to my own devices when it came to accumulating those beautiful and brightly colored manuals on how to become a paragon of teenage femininity. “My own devices” usually meant slyly sliding a copy of Seventeen or YM behind a plastic separator on the conveyer belt while my mother checked out at the grocery store. As she arranged the bags of purchased food in the cart, I would quickly slip the cashier a five-dollar bill after she scanned the barcode underneath Josh Hot-nett’s beautiful face and then tucked the purchase into my bag for later reading. I eventually collected a newsstand-worthy stack of teen style magazines and would pore over them every day, absorbing the tips about how to make your butt look smaller in jeans (answer: enormous pockets), nodding in knowing solidarity at the “Say Anything” advice column where that one girl got earwax on her crush’s headphones after borrowing them (sorry, but it’s over between the two of you, girl), and tearing out pages of the summer’s hottest makeup trends and attaching them to my wall.


What never seemed to be spelled out on the pages but was always evident from looking at my Scotch-taped collages was that the girls who knew and had it all… were thin. This led to years of full-length-mirror gazing and seeing nothing other than the fact that I did not have the body size of anyone you would find in a “back to school” style guide. Eventually, I started to make a mental list of other flaws that I had, the list growing each time I looked in the mirror. With tears welling up in my eyes, I would stare at my reflection promise God that I would do anything he asked if he would just let me look more like the teens I saw in the magazines. I repeated this every day for years.


3) Attend a Mormon university and leave unmarried. (Preferably one with the unofficial motto: “A ring before spring or your money back.”)


With eternal marriage always at the forefront of our minds, there was an unspoken rule that all the girls would spend their free time working out in the university’s gym, aiming for a perfect body worthy of eternal commitment. The mandatory gym outfits (baggy gray men’s T-shirts and dark-blue basketball shorts) were intended to keep you modest, but in reality they simply made made me look like a gargantuan cinder block dripping sweat while hogging the elliptical machine. I dutifully dedicated my time to the machinery and blue vinyl mats, determined to become a desirable wife for someone. Anyone.


When not at the gym, I would spend my evenings with Adam, an adorably nerdy, knobby-nosed piano player who would play Bridge Over Troubled Water in a way that made my chaste and desperate heart flutter. As we walked home after his two-person concert one night, I daringly collected all of the courage I had access to and confessed: “I really like you, y’know.” This was met with silence, and then, eventually, an “Okay.” It was the last word said for the rest of the trip to Kerr Hall’s dormitory.


This was followed by a week of obsessive attempts to decipher his four-letter answer, often composing tabulated prose on my Xanga account for hours at a time. What exactly did “Okay” mean? Perhaps it was an agreement that the feelings were mutual? Maybe he meant that my confession was awesome and he was going to compose a seven-page love letter for me when he had the time to perfect it?


I later found out that it meant “That sucks, I’m in love with your roommate, Allison.” The fact that we were similar in almost every way except that she was half my size was not lost on me.


4) Work for a misogynist with a penchant for obnoxious radio shows.


In my twenties, I worked as a kitchen manager in a downtown bakery. While the position by definition was something I loved, there were two unavoidable aspects that I was unaware of when I took the job. The first was to arrive at work before the sun came up to ensure that pastries were piping hot when the café opened, and the other was that I was required to occasionally spend those early morning hours with an egotistical general manager who loved four things:




1. Revving his motorcycle engine as loudly as possible when he parked out front


2. Wearing his long hair slicked back and tied with multiple scrunchies


3. Micromanaging the café employees he worked with by using primitive intimidation techniques


4. Blaring his favorite chauvinistic, 5:00 a.m. shock-jock radio show whenever working with the (often all-female) kitchen staff




Nothing about mixing muffin batter in the same room as this man was enjoyable, but collectively my friends and I found ways to shake off his hostility after our shifts had ended. There was one particular morning, however, when I simply couldn’t find a way to rebound from those hours spent with him in the kitchen.


My hands were covered in flour, breaking up cold butter for the scone mixture while the radio show was playing through the speakers. Unable to physically tune out the vulgar conversation that was filling the kitchen, I continued to work as the radio jockey made a particularly smarmy comment about how he recently hurt his back while having sex with a “fat chick.” My boss guffawed in response. Known for his attempts to make his name as the “Howard Stern of Tucson,” this sort of conversation wasn’t anything out of the ordinary for the host of this show, but in that moment I felt the shame of being a fat woman encompass me in a way it never had before. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t look up. I was “surrounded” by men who, though both plus size themselves, by laughing at this story reinforced that my body size was nothing but a punch line. One morning. One show. One comment. One manager. One moment I don’t think I’ll ever forget.


5) Wear cute clothing in public.


I was out on a weekend date with a dude I had been seeing for a while and was crushing pretty damn hard on. Dressed in a miniskirt, a skin-tight bedazzled Las Vegas tank top, and winged eyeliner that had never looked so sharp, there was no doubt in my mind that I was slaying that night and he was one lucky motherfucker.


After a few drinks at our favorite bar the two of us unlocked our bikes,2 and a drunk sidewalk straggler accosted my date with a jeer: “So, you’re out hunting for cellulite tonight?”


As a fat and vocal woman on the internet, I receive copious amounts of hate mail on a weekly basis, often with the subject line: “You’re fat and ugly, just die already.” The fat shaming itself wasn’t new, but that night, for some reason, it felt like a knife jabbed into my love-handled side.


Perhaps it was because earlier that day I had been feeling insecure about my body; real life is hard like that sometimes. Maybe it was because my date was rudely pulled into the ugly world of fat discrimination, where I felt he didn’t belong. It was my world, one I still had shame around but dealt with alone. A world I didn’t want to allow him any access to.


Or maybe it was because the comment came from a guy and was said to a guy, and this somehow made it hurt more; I was a sideshow freak not only unworthy of respect but also lacking enough value to have my presence acknowledged.


Most likely, though, it was a combination of all of these, in addition to my irrational fear that the person I was dating would suddenly realize that I was FAT now that it had been pointed out and would regret his life choices.3 My shame and pain came from the fact that what had felt like my secret had been said out loud, and ignoring it was no longer an option.


Whether I liked it or not, my body confidence, unabashed miniskirt wearing, and ability to openly talk about my body size online did not protect me from the hurt that came from this comment.


I realized how vulnerable I still was.


6) Exist.


My mom and I share the same body type, one that, when we are both the same weight, makes our bodies look nearly identical. On a weekday evening, I came over after work to join my family for dinner and found myself standing in the kitchen when I overheard my dad comment on my mom’s figure: “You look nice from behind, I guess. But not so much when you turn sideways.” He doesn’t remember saying this; it was just an offhand observation to him… but my mom and I remember. We remember the exact spot, the time of day, the lighting, the meal we were cooking, and I have always remembered the way I felt as I realized that this meant my body was unacceptable as well.





1. Or paper towels. Or microwaves, for that matter. I’m just now realizing that these may be some of the reasons why I struggle to fit in with the majority of modern society.


2. Applause, please, for riding a bicycle in a tight miniskirt and heels.


3. As if seeing me naked in bed earlier that week hadn’t tipped him off about my size already.















CHAPTER 3



I Was a Fat Kid


I SAT AT my mom’s dining room table, a floral quilted scrapbook lying open in front of me, as I held a crinkly cellophane page between my fingers and stared at a photo of a young, grinning girl in a blue Girl Scout smock holding a paper in her hands with scrawling text that read: “Daisy Ending Certificate.”


She was thin with messy blonde bangs and was surrounded by a few family members who were also beaming. This was obviously a celebratory affair, though it was likely as exciting as going to those graduation ceremonies they now hold for every elementary school grade, including kindergarten. In other words, my guess was that this Daisy graduation was boring AF.1 Unless, of course, you were the one who had worked their fingers to the bone to earn those damn petal awards by practicing consideration and making crafts from popsicle sticks or the parent who had managed to keep their kid alive throughout the process.


I smoothed the cellophane. The tag above the image, written in my mom’s handwriting, read: “Jes, 5 years old. Glendale, CA.” This twiggy, grinning, “I can make anything out of pipe cleaners” craftsman was me, and this fact left me completely shocked, totally alarmed and confused as hell.


This particular trip to visit my mom wasn’t our usual Arbor Mist–chugging, catch-up-on-current-life-events kind. It had a specific purpose. I drove out to, yes, have a glass of headache-inducing sugar “wine,” but after promising a chapter for this memoir about living in a fat body since childhood, my true motivation was to sit down, dust off a shelf full of scrapbooks, and glean all the inspiration I needed to write a clever chapter about growing up as a fat kid.


I had pulled out several photo albums and started with the one covered in pink flowers, excited for a nostalgic trip through my youngest years. I let the book fall open to a page, and my eyes roamed, looking for the fat kid that I had known for my entire life. She wasn’t there. Instead, there was this small, blonde, Daisy-graduate version of me who was undoubtedly proud of learning how to count money and what courage meant. My memories of being a fat child didn’t match this photo in the slightest. I didn’t recognize her at all. Who the fuck was this kid?


I feel like I remember my childhood pretty vividly. I have recollections that are so clear and detailed that I once bet my brother twenty dollars when he disagreed with me about the color of the tablecloth my grandmother had in her kitchen when we were kids. It ended with a text response from my grandma that said yes, it in fact was light green with gold-trimmed edges and one oil stain and a “HA! FUCK YOU VERY MUCH NOW YOU OWE ME TWENTY BUCKS!” text to my brother from me. I may be an insufferable sore winner, but I am a winner with an exceptional memory nonetheless.


I remember a lot about little Jes, whose long blonde hair was always pulled back in a ponytail with a scrunchie and who wore lace-covered faux Keds while playing Chinese jump rope and made many memories of sheer happiness. Memories that come effortlessly to mind when I think about my childhood.




• I remember spending hot Tucson summer afternoons walking to the closest local library with a laminated card capable of checking out twenty-four books—then, the epitome of adulthood—clutched firmly in my hand. Hours were spent pulling out books from the children’s section, flipping through the pages, and finally deciding on which two dozen to carry home in our laundry basket. Those books were deposited on my bed and read in less than two days. This process was repeated nearly every forty-eight hours for years.


• I remember the sound of my mother sitting down on the piano bench to perform several of Clementi’s sonatas, all played half as fast as intended, some notes forever flat due to the warped wood; a result of the fact that our Wurlitzer seemed to always be placed under a swamp cooler. My mom learned these songs long before I was born, and they became my childhood’s soundtrack that she played in the background until Titanic came out and I listened to “My Heart Will Go On” through my Walkman headphones on repeat while singing as loudly as possible. This continued until the CD “disappeared.” The calming sonatas, however, are still played in my mother’s house, eliciting tears of nostalgia and happiness in my eyes when listening even as an adult. The same piano playbook used since I was born still lives in my mom’s current house, nearly forty years old, now missing the cover and with water-damaged pages and an age-worn spine.


• I remember watching every Rodgers and Hammerstein video over and over again until I had not only the song lyrics but also each actors lines memorized.2


• I remember the heavy scent that comes when coastal humidity mingles with the birch trees at my dad’s family home in Los Angeles. This gummy air was punctuated with whiffs of cigarette smoke and the sulfuric smell of a just-opened can of cheap-ass Coors—both of which were always accompanied by the buzzing sports commentary that came from an old radio that was set next to a small television on mute; one offered the static detailed coverage of every move and the other showed the same in black and white. Poppy would use both pieces of technology in tandem, day in and day out, from the comfort of the brown and orange woven couch or his wooden porch chair. The night air in LA would be infused with whatever Nonny was cooking in the kitchen, often something that she learned to cook from her mother, who grew up on the family farm in Jalisco, Mexico. I’d spend nights on the living room floor, cross-legged, having my hair brushed by my aunt, baffled by her question about whether I had a “soft head or hard head.” Blown away that an adult had no idea that all skulls are made out of hard bone, I answered the latter.3


• I remember living in Mesa, where the harsh, hot air felt like you were inhaling dry ashes and our apartment had a swimming pool, which, to a seven-year-old, was the epitome of luxury. Chlorine, creaky shed hinges, and ducks will always remind me of the two-story apartment with a square-socketed hole built into the master bedroom’s wall six feet above the floor. This concave shelf was likely designed to inspire awe but really just made it super fucking dangerous to place a heavy nineties television in. It was on that precariously placed TV that I watched Disney movies over and over, all of them promising that the good guys will always win.


• I remember playing Sim City using only the arrow keys, dressing up in my mom’s two pairs of heels, and gossiping with my best friend Jessica while sitting on the cinder-block wall that divided our yards. We had the same name. We were the same age. We both had an affinity for salty dill vinegar, which always tasted the best when chugged out of a gallon jug.




I remember that no matter where we moved, pottery classes, sports, and family games of hide-and-seek after sunset were constant delights. Life smelled like flour freshly ground on the front porch and sounded like jazz with loon calls recorded over it. The living room dance parties got especially uninhibited when my mom turned on her vinyl record of Sheena Easton’s You Could Have Been With Me (the third runner-up for my Childhood Soundtrack Mixtape). Church pews, youth activities, and hymns became an integral part our life, and we were all wonderful at it. I will admit that it’s strange that my father, while definitely present during these moments, is oddly missing from my recollections, though this hasn’t altered any of the magic I remember experiencing while young.


My mother worked tirelessly to make sure that my siblings and I felt happy and, most of all, safe. It’s amazing to me when I consider how she did this, when the reality was that we spent the majority of my youth in devastating poverty. When the electricity was turned off, she would light candles and read us stories. She somehow succeeded in making bus rides to the grocery store and food bank feel like an adventure. When we acquired a small car, she took us to homeschool groups, to community plays, and on free or cheap adventures to bakeries, newspaper factories, and zoos. She enrolled us in every parks and rec class available.


We were overwhelmingly poor, sure, yet this never seemed to register for me as a negative thing. I enjoyed moving from house to apartment to another house in search of cheaper rent (and a more lenient landlord, let’s be honest). Each move was another chance to decorate. I loved to walk to my grandmother’s house (which smelled like dusty antiques and was always playing Frank Sinatra on an AM station in the background). I’d stay late on Saturday nights so we could lounge in recliners and watch Lawrence Welk together. I thought going to the “Bishop’s Storehouse” (a food bank for poor but “devout” Mormons) was better than going to Costco. And when there was no money for Christmas presents, we made them; my Barbie bench, hand-crafted by my brother—essentially two splintery 2 x 4 pieces nailed together and painted blue—is still to this day one of the most cherished gifts I’ve ever received.


It’s amazing to me how clearly I can remember all of these moments. The neighbors and their extended family. How the rain smelled different depending on the state we lived in. My favorite episode of Reading Rainbow. Which track came after “Telephone” on my mom’s favorite cassette.


And along with all of these vibrantly idyllic memories, I vividly remember being a fat kid.


Fat kid as in preferring long sleeves during the summer, wrapping my thumb and middle finger around my wrist to prove to my classmates that I was simply “big boned,” starting my first diet at thirteen, and knowing that I was broken from the moment I realized what it meant to be fat.


And this is why, as I sat at the table with my scrapbook in hand, I couldn’t believe the picture of the little certificate owner in front of me. I decided this image must be an anomaly and that starting at the beginning of the album and moving forward in chronological order would confirm the fat-kid memories that I was so sure of.


I turned back to the first page.


A charming image of me as a baby greeted me on the first spread, and while I had an adorable Michelin Man–esque leg roll, I raised an eyebrow. The leg roll was cute, but I wasn’t a particularly fat baby. I was positive the next picture would be more conclusive. The yellowed pages complained as I flipped: a small toddler now sans leg rolls, in black and white and wearing frilly white shorts I desperately wish I could find for my current wardrobe. The next page showed a rosy-cheeked four-year-old at a picnic, covered in dirt—she was also undeniably un-fat. I started to turn the pages a little faster. A small seven-year-old with enormous front teeth4 wearing a giant green hair bow and a dress that looked like it was made out of a nineties couch. I started to hold my breath, my insides contracting with complete confusion. Little fat Jes. I thought I knew her well, but where was she?


Eight, a slight blonde posed at Olan Mills in a white baptismal dress in front of a pink-and-purple-streaked background. Nine, a small fourth grader line dancing at my country-themed birthday party (now with new, considerably smaller teeth). Ten, a Lindy Hop–themed birthday party. I was visibly pissed that Randy never showed up after promising to gift me a coveted Giga Pet, and it showed in a few of the photographs, but…


Still not fat. I was starting to become disoriented. I couldn’t find the fat girl I had known my entire life anywhere. Who the hell was the girl in these pictures, and why did all of our memories match when our bodies clearly didn’t?


A few more pages turned, and the book fell open to a picture of my twelve-year-old self posing for my softball league. We were the (mighty mighty!) Tucson Cyclones, and my preteen pride was evident as I awkwardly smiled at the camera, a slightly chubby girl holding a bat as if I were on home plate and ready to kick other twelve-year-old asses, complete with a giant zit, scratched until it matched the color of our maroon baseball caps.


There I was. That was the fat version of myself that I so clearly remembered. How was it possible that I didn’t show up until midway through the album?


My mom was hanging her two new prisms in her living room window next to the dozen she had collected over the years, and I yelled for her to come look at my discovery.


She walked in, clapping her hands to rid them of dust, and leaned over the photo album I had prominently placed in the middle of the table.


“Holy shit, mom. Did you know I wasn’t a fat kid?” I said, already scrambling to prove it, putting a finger in to hold the place of the sports picture.


Proof wasn’t necessary, though. “Yeah, I know that, honey.” I was short-circuiting, floored by the possibility that everyone else knew this but me. “Okay, but look at this softball picture—this is the first one where I am fat!” The photo was the confirmation I needed that I wasn’t completely crazy, but I was still shell-shocked at the lack of evidence that I’d had a larger body before this sports portrait. I was more triumphant about being somewhat chubby in that moment than I can ever remember.


“Yes, Jes.” She’s always patient. “And that’s when you hit puberty.”


I immediately took pictures of these pictures. Proof, just in case I got home and started questioning this new reality again. A digital reminder of this slender childhood figure that challenged my body perception and my hyperawareness of my body. The hyperawareness I’ve felt ever since I can remember.


Perhaps the most alarming fact was that I had looked at that same album multiple times throughout my life. I had sat down with my mom as she proudly showed off her newly acquired scrapbooking skills; my whole family had been obsessed when subscriptions to rubber-stamp magazines were a hot thing. I had looked at those physical pictures for years and somehow still saw a fat kid. My mind was apparently so convinced that my body had always been contemptable by cultural standards that I, until this moment, had mentally superimposed another body size on top of my own.


I had been so impacted by a belief I’d been taught from a young age that my mind had ignored and warped hard visual proof. Until now, even dozens of printed photos didn’t seem to portray the body I actually inhabited, only the one I somehow believed I had.


I grappled with the now obvious truth: I wasn’t a fat child physically. I was only a fat child in my mind.


My defective perception of my fatness was omnipresent in every experience I’d had as a child, even those magical picture-book moments I so clearly remember. Skipping home from the library, excited about my armful of books… while fat. Visiting a newspaper factory and staring in awe at the machines… while fat. Looking up in wonder at the Disneyland castle that seemed to be enormous… while fat. Every magical memory, vivid and loved… all while fat.


My entire life subconsciously revolved around my body, which meant that my world was seen through the lens of being a fat kid. When “Fat Kid” is your identity, and then you discover twenty years later that you were never who you’d thought you were, you’re left at age thirty-one with little else besides a mentally insurmountable mindfuck that feels impossible to untangle.


Body dysmorphia. I suppose this was it, exemplified. That seems to be the only term I can think of to describe when a person has no fucking idea what they actually look like no matter how many times they look in the mirror, have their picture taken, or have their body described.
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