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PROLOGUE
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In the valley between my chin and my bottom lip runs a scar, fainter and softer than it was a decade ago, but still a place that make-up stumbles over, where beads of sweat collect in summer. I didn’t have it for the first three years of my life, but I’ve had it ever since. In a daily diary, my dad religiously made notes about key events or conversations he had. He logged the day my sister hit me, I hit her back, and she chased me through our grandparents’ house trying to get the last slap in. I tripped on the step that divided the living room from an enclosed sunroom.


I don’t remember all the details exactly, and someone else might recall them differently, but the ones I can recall feel like truth to me. When he was a guest on the podcast Another Round, the writer Ta-Nehisi Coates was asked what his earliest memory was, and he reminisced about chipping his tooth when he was five. ‘I have memories before then, but I know that happened, and I’m not sure about the other ones.’ Like survivors of natural disasters on the news remarking how that day began as unremarkably as any other, Coates’s recollection encompasses the way that everything is the same, totally forgettable or interchangeable, until something suddenly isn’t. The permanence of an injury makes certain our history, because it’s archived in our skin and muscles and bones.


The sunroom was once a porch, Mum told my sisters and me. She grew up in that house. I have a faded photograph of her as a teenager, wearing a tiny bikini, petting a black-and-white cat on the porch. It hasn’t been a porch since I’ve been alive, but the step remains. With my sister behind me, I took chase down the hallway and through the lounge room. The step fell away from under me and I hurtled forwards, my tiny face colliding definitively with the old couch in the sunroom.


My face split open. My freshly sprouted baby teeth sliced through my tender face and blood poured out. I picked myself up and plopped down on the couch that had so recently betrayed me, curled up into a ball and cried into my knees. In a house filled with people, no one came to check on me for a while, because the sounds of my crying apparently sounded like laughter. When my mum came to look at my face, the extremity of the injury showed in her expression.


‘I want to see,’ I begged her, the words wet with my sobs.


‘You don’t want to look, darl,’ Mum told me, stroking my thick black hair.


‘I doooooo!’ I was wailing as I stared at the reflection in the mirror of my grandparents’ bathroom. They’ve renovated it in the years since, but I still picture the old scallop-edged mirror that once hung on the wall, and the image it offered, that day, of me perched against my mother’s side, as she held me on her hip. The top half of my face was red with my furious tears, the bottom half was red with blood that was already starting to crust over. It was a bad day, but made better because I got to pick what video we watched that afternoon. I didn’t have to argue or compromise with my two older sisters, or automatically agree with whatever they wanted to watch. I got to choose all on my own, and the satisfaction of everyone watching Dot and the Kangaroo at my request dulled the throbbing pain on my chin.


On my forehead is a mole that occasionally flashes with pain, not unlike Harry Potter’s scar. It isn’t present in photos of me as a baby, so I guess it just appeared one day in the exact centre of my forehead sometime later, and never went away, just like Harry Potter’s scar. I wore my hair in a fringe and avoided sweeping it back from my face for years in attempts to hide the mark. Having moles on your body was bad, I knew, but having them on your face was worse. When you’re a kid who feels weird about people even acknowledging your existence, an obscurity in the centre of your forehead felt like a flashing neon sign declaring THIS ONE IS UNUSUAL.


My family was on one of the few holidays we took together when I first remember someone else noticing it. We got ready to go to dinner in our hotel room, and my sisters and I took turns sitting at our mother’s feet as she twisted and pinned our hair up in a series of buns, like the ones Hayley wore on Home and Away, or the ones that Miley Cyrus would wear, years later, as she dry-humped a foam finger at the VMAs. We were staying on the Gold Coast, far away from where we lived and the people I knew. It felt safe to let Mum pin my fringe back into one of the lumpy buns, exposing my forehead and the mole on it. I wore a blue tie-dyed dress with spaghetti straps, and my sister pressed matching blue glitter eyeshadow around the edges of my eyes. I felt like a cool and popular cartoon character – all shapes and colours. We had dinner at one of those nondescript ‘Oriental’ restaurants, where specific customs and cuisines of different Asian countries are fused together in a way that obtuse white tourists like us couldn’t identify. We sat on cushions around a low table in a dimly lit room and ordered fried rice, prawn crackers, lemon chicken and raspberry soft drinks. As our waitress arrived with the drinks, she stopped when she saw me and yelled, ‘Lucky spot! Lucky spot!’ I didn’t understand what she was talking about – was I sitting on the wrong cushion? Was she talking about my hair or my glittery eyes? She pointed to my forehead as she repeated, ‘Lucky spot! One in a million! One in a million!’ My parents love to re-tell this story, about how a waitress singled one of their girls out to tell them she was special, and over time the re-enactment of the event has turned the woman into a caricature, not unlike one of Steve Oedekerk’s characters in the martial arts spoof Kung Pow! Enter the Fist.


Despite the thickly accented re-tellings, I love this anecdote. I hold it close to my heart and tuck it underneath my pillow to remind me that once in my life I was so special because of the way I look that it had to be announced for everyone to hear.


Stories like these were added to the long list of quotes and references that fused my family together. They acted like first-person pop culture, and held just as much weight as the movies and TV shows we quoted to show that we loved one another without saying the words.


We often preferred to look at screens over each other, and favoured references, jokes and impressions over honest conversation. I’m not sure my dad and I spoke much before I was a teenager, aside from re-enacting episodes of Russell Coight’s All Aussie Adventures or having entire conversations using lines from Adam Sandler movies. I was most proud when I could make him laugh.


My sisters and I never unified around a common goal like we did when it was time to stake out the local Blockbuster Video. We agreed on a few staples that we’d rent anytime they were available; teen movies like Crossroads and Camp Nowhere were always near the top of the list. As we grew older, there were fewer and fewer things we agreed on, though. I was developing a keen interest in film, and wanted to study filmmaking when I left school, but the ‘Arthouse’ section at the Bundaberg Blockbuster, with its always-on-loan copies of Mallrats, Trainspotting and A Clockwork Orange, didn’t offer much in the way of inspiration. One summer, without our driver’s licences or much motivation to leave the house, Shannon and I pressed play on her DVD of the Hilary Duff movie A Cinderella Story every other day. Keen to break away from us younger two, my eldest sister, Karli, placed limits around the things she enjoyed so she wouldn’t have to share them with us. She came home from the cinema after seeing Looking for Alibrandi and Pleasantville, both times declaring, ‘You wouldn’t like it!’ It would be years before I’d see those movies and echo the love she had for them. After a family trip to the cinema to see 10 Things I Hate About You, she couldn’t deny our mutual love for the film. While she developed a crush on Heath Ledger and sought out the same shoes that his love interest, Kat Stratford, wore in the movie, I wanted to follow Kat’s path of going to university far away and reading Simone de Beauvoir and playing the electric guitar.


My feelings for these people are innately woven with the things we consumed together at the time. Like the feeling of déjà vu you get for a particular line from a song playing in a specific place, connecting the threads between people and pop culture offers me a route to relate to them.


I was listening to the writer Roxane Gay talk about her well-chronicled love for Channing Tatum recently, and I had the urge to reacquaint myself with his breakout film, She’s the Man. Typing the first word of the title into Netflix brought up another suggestion, a movie I’d never heard of before, called She’s Funny That Way. It looked terrible, in that star-studded-rom-com-you’ve-never-heard-of-until-it-appears-on-Netflix kind of way. Of course I pressed play. The movie opens with title cards, accompanied by a song that made me slam my laptop shut.


It’s Fred Astaire, singing about heaven and hearts beating and dancing. My mind fills with dual images, neither of which is more comforting than the other. The first is of Michael Clarke Duncan in the movie adaptation of Stephen King’s The Green Mile. Duncan plays John Coffey, a prisoner on death row in 1935. His wish, before he goes to the electric chair, is to watch a movie for the first time. The guards – including one played by Tom Hanks, who bears a striking resemblance to my dad on a good day, but when he plays a police officer (the job my dad did for forty years) they’re near identical in my eyes – show him Top Hat, the movie where Astaire sings ‘Cheek to Cheek’ to Ginger Rogers as he twirls her across the dance floor like a fuzzy spinning top. The second image is of my grandfather, sitting in the chair he always sat in, watching this scene with me, tapping his fingertips on the armrest of his chair and singing along in his sweet, reliable crooner voice.


These fragments of pop culture come together like one of those shabby chic mosaic frames that encases a mirror, and the person reflected back at me is the result of all of those pieces. My body is a cavity that has absorbed it all: the movies and songs, as well as the people and the conversations. On the outside are the scars and moles and hairs and stretch marks that serve a visual reminder of what I’ve seen and who they’ve shaped me to be. Whispers of my memories are imprinted on my skin and my face is bookended by things I’ve done and people I’ve met. It’s less clear where everything ends up after it’s arrived through my eyes and ears, but I know it’s all in there, waiting for when I need to pull something out, or surprising me with a reminder of a song and a movie and a man, when all I wanted was to look at Channing Tatum.




CHAPTER 1
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You will accept everything you hear as a child as fact. You believe the adults who tell you that playing with Street Sharks is for boys and suggest you stick to the dolls and Barbies you share with your two older sisters.


You will accept what you’re told until you’re nine, when two significant things will happen. First, you start at a new school. Then, when it comes time to choose what to play in the school band, you’re dismissed from your first choice instrument when a teacher tells you that ‘girls don’t play the drums’.


You will know it’s not true or right, but can’t put your finger on why. You’re a few years away from discovering Janet Weiss or Meg White or Karen Carpenter or Patty Schemel or Sheila E. or Palmolive or Tobi Vail or Ali Koehler or Maureen Tucker or Tennessee Thomas or Molly Neuman or Steph Hughes or Jen Sholakis or Lane Kim from Gilmore Girls or the bucket-drumming episode of Broad City. Instead, you’re assigned the trumpet. You hate it so much that, after just two weekly lessons, you fake a stomach ache every Tuesday so you can instead spend the time in sick bay.


(You will hope your mum isn’t too mad when she reads this book and learns, almost two decades later, that you were faking the ‘sickness’ that led to those expensive tests with a doctor who was trying to cure a mystery gastrointestinal illness, House M.D.-style. I’m sorry, Mum, I really wanted to be a drummer and my lips were not made for that mouthpiece.)


You will ask for a Gameboy and the Pokémon Yellow game cartridge for Christmas that year because a boy you like said it’s the best one. You unwrap the game on Christmas morning and realise Pokémon is boring and confusing.


You will ask your uncle, on a trip to Italy, to bring you back a scarf for a soccer team that a different boy roots for. You’ve never watched a European soccer team play in your life.


You will pretend to enjoy so much noisy hardcore music because it’s what the hottest and coolest boys on Myspace in the early 2000s model their lifestyle and aesthetics after, and you want them to think you’re on their level.


You will tell yourself this behaviour is reserved for your teen years – and talk about it in retrospect with friends who similarly bought Nirvana t-shirts or masqueraded as hip hop fans to impress boys – despite the fact that you were a grown-ass woman when you requested an obscure and expensive imported ’70s disco album at the record store because you knew a boy man was into the band, and then showed it to him as if you’d just stumbled across it. What a coincidence! It’s fate! No scratches in the vinyl! What are the chances? You should come over and listen to it sometime! I am relaxed about this interaction!


You will spend your weekends watching your male friends play cricket or soccer, despite caring about sport about as much as you cared about pubic hair maintenance (then and now, TBH). You will have your mum drive you to every Saturday morning game in the hope that you can one day live out the plot of an early Taylor Swift video, where the boy realises his glasses-wearing, book-reading, platonic girlfriend is not like his skirt-wearing, cheerleading girlfriend, and finally sees what’s been under his nose (or, in your case, in the grandstands) the entire time.


You will wish you looked like the kind of girl from this plotline in movies.


You will sit quietly after one particular soccer game as the boys huddle around one family’s desktop computer and pretend to be girls on the internet to fool their friends on IM. You don’t see anything wrong with the way they talk about shopping and make-up and nasty gossip as part of their feminine masquerade. It goes unquestioned and unremarked-upon that teenage girls like the ones they’re impersonating are catty and vain and competitive. That cramped computer room stank of sweat and hormones and cruelty, but you were just proud to be invited, to be seen as one of the guys.


You will fall for the same ruse yourself later on, and say the most horrible things about another girl, not realising she is on the other end of the screen. You’ll justify it because you were just stating facts about how slutty she is and there’s nothing wrong with you saying that because it’s the truth and if she didn’t want people to talk about her like that she shouldn’t wear the clothes or draw the kohl around her eyes or kiss the boys like she does.


You will wear it like a badge of honour when your dad calls you ‘Muscles’ as a nickname because it makes you feel strong and powerful, like a boy, not weak and mild, like a girl. Camouflage cargo shorts from army disposal stores and his hand-me-down t-shirts become your uniform.


You will begin waxing the hair between your eyebrows when you’re eight. The dark hair that creeps across your upper lip will first be bleached a few years later. A boy at school will see it up-close and tease you loudly for having a moustache, until an even nastier boy chastises him for being jealous he can’t grow one. Looking like a boy doesn’t seem as appealing when they don’t like you for it. You stop wearing the baggy shorts and t-shirts soon afterwards.


You will subscribe to a surf and skate magazine for teenage girls that prides itself on being unlike all the other ultra-femme magazines geared towards you; the ones that make girls feel bad about themselves by selling them beauty products and telling them how to be cute for boys and reminding them to be thin at all costs. This magazine isn’t like that; it has a section called ‘GIVE HER A BURGER!’ that features photos of thin celebrity women who could do with some fattening up. This magazine is empowering! It is cool and edgy because it reminds you that acting like boys and dragging down other girls is cool!


You will call other girls sluts if they kiss boys at parties, but all you want is to kiss a boy at a party. They’re sluts if they wear skirts you decide are too short, but you will dream of the self-confidence to wear those same skirts over your dimpled thighs that rub together. The girls, you figure, are also sluts if they kiss one another because they’re just doing it for attention. You would love both a little of that attention, and to kiss a girl without anyone watching.


You will learn about feminism in an official capacity in high school, when your Modern History teacher shows your class P!nk’s video for the song ‘Stupid Girls’ during a lesson on Emmeline Pankhurst and the white women’s suffrage movement.


You will find something uplifting in the music video’s depiction of the ways women are shortchanged – in the world in general and in the entertainment industry more specifically. (Even if, years later, you will understand enough to know that ‘politically ambitious tomboys’ and ‘girls who get spray tans’ aren’t mutually exclusive, and thus find its brand of girl-hate-disguised-as-feminism repulsive.) You’ll start to look at other music videos and TV shows through this newly clear feminist lens. That lens will be blindingly beige for years.


You will implement your feminism after high school in very black-and-white ways: by avoiding work made by men and seeking out work made by women; re-blogging flashing .gifs of the female symbol on the Tumblr blog named after your imaginary roller-derby name; inserting the word ‘problematic’ into every expression of criticism or dissatisfaction; reading The Bell Jar during a period of depression and relishing in the act of crying in public over a woman who finally gets it.


You will stop shaving your armpits the day of your 21st birthday, and the tufts of hair that eventually sprout will make you feel like you earned a bronze medal in the feminist Olympics. When you’re invited to a black-tie event a few years later, you decide to shave the now-fluffy pits. It takes a few razors to tackle the hedge, and you won’t quite feel like yourself afterwards.


The first time you pay a talkative Greek girl to rip hot wax from your bikini line, you’ll remember the friend you made in high school who recommended you slather depilatory cream all over your arms because boys don’t like girls with hairy arms. She had a boyfriend so you didn’t question it; the logic held up. The cream was expensive and stank like a hospital and petrol station all at once. It burned as you covered your arms with it, something you regretted doing as soon as the chemical cream ran down the sink. You could feel every gust of wind or drop of rain in the pores on your now-bare arms, like every pixel of skin had a thousand nerve endings. You waited years – maybe too many? – to get a wax because, you reasoned silently, if the deliberate presence of body hair felt like a feminist act, what would happen to your politics when it was removed? You lay there on a plastic-covered table, your legs spread under fluorescent lights, imagining the tower of feminist credibility you’d so consciously built up over time come tumbling down with each follicle being yanked out of your swimsuit area.


You will watch films and listen to music by women that will change your life.


You will watch The Virgin Suicides in an effort to keep up with the coolest and smartest girls on Tumblr, and it will open you up to the work of Sofia Coppola, through whom you will then discover Spike Jonze. You’ll feel immediately guilty because of how greater your connection to his work is, comparatively.


You will watch films by women that will change your life, but you’ll also watch feminist films that you can’t fucking stand. You would rather watch The 40-Year-Old Virgin on a loop for eternity than sit through some of the art films about vaginas that you sought out in the dusty shelves of the university library’s AV section.


You will experience a crisis of identity and taste.


You will feel guilt because feminism should mean supporting the work of women, especially those with the talent and perseverance required to float to the top of the barrel of butter that is the film industry.


You will learn about the Bechdel test – a way of measuring a film’s representation of women by noting whether or not it includes two women with names who talk to each other about something other than a man. You’ll use it as a shorthand for good and bad, feminist and misogynist. You’ll stomp your foot on a shoddy soapbox to declare it the barometer of equality. It’ll take realising that late-stage Woody Allen films and Twilight pass the test (a mother asks her daughter about an antique chair in Midnight in Paris, and Bella tells her mother about the injuries she got thanks to her vampire boyfriend’s vampire mates) – not to mention that the test says nothing of sexual, racial, gender or cultural diversity – for you to step down and reconsider using it as the gauge.


You will remind yourself that you don’t have to hate work made by men purely because of the fact that it was made by men. It will take years for you to become secure enough in your convictions to like what you like because of the joy it brings you, rather than for the message your consumption of it sends.


You will remember to hold women to the same standards by which you hold men, while always factoring in the shifting rules women’s lives operate under. You know that being born a woman means the goalposts are set farther back and stretched apart. And also it’s raining on game day and the ball is deflated and nobody’s uniforms fit quite right. And the referee is hungover and looking in the wrong direction. And also there are way more players on the other team who’ve been encouraged to play since birth.


You will remember not to compare men to women, because the game we are playing is rigged and it’s impossible for everyone to play by the same rules.


You will feel fury rattle inside your chest like bronchitis as your close friend, a concert percussionist, tells you that he doesn’t think his describing a female drummer as being ‘good, for a girl’ is an insult. You know the words you need, but they’re evading your fingertips and you can’t grasp onto them. You feel defeated and give him the silent treatment instead of trying to make him understand how favourably the odds are stacked for him.


You will remember not to compare men to women.


You will believe women when they tell you their stories about men.


You will not reward men for displaying basic human decency as though it were a revolutionary feminist act.


You will remember not to compare men to women.


You will need to be taught many things: not to equate womanhood with vaginas and uteruses; not to laugh at R. Kelly jokes; to carry your keys between your knuckles when you’re walking home alone; not to describe curvy women as ‘real’, as if thin women are somehow made of vapour and wigs; to reverse-condition yourself and eliminate pejorative words from your vocabulary instead of making excuses for how they came to reside there in the first place. Understanding that your female-ness is not a strike in the bowling alley that is oppression – that other women are operating without the bumpers or the right shoes or a team behind them or the opportunity to get back up for a second chance after bowling a spare – will take a little time.


You will be indebted to the women who help you to understand and express intersectional feminism. You’ll remind yourself that it is not their – or anyone else’s – responsibility to hold your hand and pass on what they know.


You will learn that intersectional feminism is actually just feminism.


You will need to learn independently.


You will be overwhelmed a lot. Like, just so much. But that feeling will pass in time.


You will soon have a foundation upon which to keep building your feminist ideologies, even if sometimes the bricks form a secure and warm house, and other times they become a wobbly sculpture.


You will rely on your friends – mostly, but not only, women – as well as the music of The Julie Ruin and Rihanna and Nicki Minaj and Banoffee and Stevie Nicks, and the films of Nicole Holofcener and Christopher Guest and Gina Prince-Bythewood and Wes Craven and Joyce Wu and Cate Shortland and Celia Rowlson-Hall to show you that there is not just one way to be a woman.


You will learn a lot and unlearn even more. But unlearning doesn’t mean forgetting.


You will remember it all, every step and every fuck-up and everyone else’s words you quoted when you didn’t have any of your own. The steps keep going, they don’t end, but that’s okay because you’re not tired of climbing yet.


You will learn about privilege, and be made aware of the ones your white skin and somewhere-between-working-and-middle-class upbringing awarded you. You might get a little defensive about it, before the lightbulb goes off, telling you what a privilege it is to be made aware of privilege twenty years into your existence on earth, rather than growing up knowing you have a lack of it. You go to tweet something flippant like, ‘what did the internet talk about before we knew about privilege?’, and realise what a fucking arsehole you are for taking yours for granted, even when you’re aware of it. You go home and write this chapter instead.


You will write your own rules eventually.




CHAPTER 2
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My teeth grew too fast. They arrived when I was young and they got big, quickly. They grew with such urgency that they almost immediately took up too much room in their allocated space. Uncomfortable crowding occurred. A dentist told my parents they could be fixed to be neater, to appear smaller. They could be taken apart and melded back together orthodontically. But, she said, we’d only be making the decision to do that for aesthetic reasons, not medical ones. My big, uncomfortable, fine-as-they-are-but-even-better-if-they-were-different teeth are a metaphor for the rest of me.


I was first made aware of the world’s eyes on me when I patiently waited outside the Scout hall for my first Brownies meeting. I was seven, but looked older. I was a head taller than all the other kids, and stood proudly in my gold and blue uniform with my belly aimed forwards to accentuate my fresh new navy sash, just begging to be filled with the patches I’d earn from all my special Brownie tasks. When the doors to the hall opened, we all filtered in and stood in rows. I felt a tap on my shoulder. When I turned around, the little girl behind me said, ‘You’re big.’ It was a fact not lost on me; I was seven and almost as tall as my mother. ‘I know,’ I told her, smiling. She laughed.


‘No, not this way’ – she reached one arm up to the ceiling – ‘I mean this way.’ She held her arms out as if showing off a prize catch. The girls around her joined in the giggling that would permeate every Brownie meeting. I heard it when we did pottery and marched in parades and square-danced to ‘Cotton-Eyed Joe’ and perfected a recipe for lemonade scones. I loved my time as a Brownie, but it will always be the first place in which I was too big to fit in.


Every day I think about my body. I could be preparing food to nourish it; I could be covering it in Lycra and cotton and making it sweat; I could be removing it of any covering and exploring its every inch with my fingertips; I could be manoeuvring it through a train carriage with a backpack on; I could be meeting a date in a restaurant and wondering if the chairs will accommodate me comfortably; I could be dancing or laughing or standing still. It doesn’t matter where I am or what I’m doing, the physical space I occupy is never far from my mind.


These thoughts have been there since before my dad told me I was too big to have a piggyback ride – a rule that didn’t apply to my older sisters. They persisted when I was eleven and my middle-aged softball coach told our team that ‘women like Brodie and I will never look like models and we’re okay with that’ (this was news to – and not okay with – me).


Before I’d even made it to high school, before my early-onset puberty finally blipped in sync with everyone else’s and teenage nastiness hit its peak, I was already secure in the knowledge that the way I looked set me apart from everybody else – a curse during a time when all anyone wanted was to be the same. It was around then that I started taking in the cues – both subtle and blatant – that my body was not only bad and made me different from everybody else, but that it made me the punchline.


The summer that straddled primary and high schools, I went to the cinema with my friends to see Shallow Hal, the central tenet of which is that a superficial man could only fall in love with a fat woman named Rosemary if he’s hypnotised, during a spooky elevator ride with Tony Robbins, to see her inner beauty. That inner self just happens to look like Gwyneth Paltrow. Rosemary’s cannonballs drain pools, her underwear could pass for a parachute and, on her first date with Hal, a steel chair collapses under her while they discuss (what else) her weight and diet. These might be classic ingredients in the cinematic nachos the Farrelly Brothers have become famous for reheating and passing off as a filling meal, but they didn’t invent the idea of laughing at fat people for doing fat people things; those plot points wouldn’t have induced the laughs in that cinema – or caused me to shrink into my seat – if it weren’t already firmly established that bodies that look and behave like mine and Rosemary’s are so outrageous and gross and humiliating that laughing at them should be our default response. Marie Wilson, the co-founder of Take Our Daughters to Work Day, once said that young girls can’t be what they can’t see, and that afternoon in the cinema, I saw what I was reflected back at me from the cinema screen for the first time. And it broke my heart.


I watched this movie during the time in my life when I first started wearing a bra, when I was expected to pull on board shorts over my swimsuit so nobody saw my thighs touching, when my grandma raved about how much weight she was going to lose by sticking to a diet of lemon juice and paprika (never mind the constant headaches and short temper it brought on). Her daughter – my mum – would talk about how I’d never need to wear mascara because my eyelashes were naturally long and dark. She envied the thick, curly hair I got from my dad’s end of the gene pool. I can’t count the number of times she talked about the ‘prettiest eyes’ award I won at a baby beauty pageant. I always heard from her and Grandma, and from other family members and friends, that I had ‘such a pretty face’ – the inevitable ‘buts’ and ‘if onlys’ that followed always hung invisibly in the air after the intended compliment. It’s a shame about the rest of you was always the only thing I heard.


My dad called me ‘Muscles’ as a nickname only a handful of times as a kid, and I clung to it each time – it made me feel strong and like my lack of physical femininity made me a cool tomboy, like Roberta from the movie Now and Then, who’d strap her boobs down to make her body as utilitarian as possible. I took after my dad physically – we had the same dark features, and I’ve been close to his height and shoe size since I was ten or eleven, when my growth spurt hit so hard and fast that my shins ached for a whole year. He would tell me I had big bones, something that always seemed both an excuse and a curse: it was why I looked the way I did, and why I could never look any different. Regardless, I clung to that rationalisation for years because it set me apart from other fat people: you know, the ones who weren’t born with the thick heavy bones I felt for under my skin, the ones who could do something about being fat.


I had ingested so much fatophobia from the world around me that I not only compared myself to thin people and felt awful about myself as a result, but looked to people with bodies bigger than mine for relief. In the body-shaming Olympics, I was desperate not to come in last place. When the director Kevin Smith tweeted about being ejected from a flight for alleged safety concerns due to his weight, but he proudly announced that he could do up the seatbelt, it felt like a line in the sand, a division between Smith – who was fat, but could fit – and those who were fat and could not. Smith could do up his seatbelt, but were those who needed an extension belt (as I sometimes do, depending on the seat size and the belt-length and the layers of clothing I was wearing and any other excuses I could find because I knew asking for one was supposed to be a shameful exercise) deserving of the humiliation he’d endured?


Over the course of my life, I’ve dipped in and out of feeling a similarly misplaced – and, frankly, fucked up – sense of pride over being the ‘good’ kind of fat person; the kind that often eats vegetables and occasionally takes nature walks – you know, things that skinny people do. It was important to me that I was not like Rosemary or the other fat punchlines I saw on TV, and I turned that misdirected fear into my own version of fat-on-fatophobia. But fatness, like a belt or hotel robe, is not one size fits all. And I thought I was the good kind. It took me years of rewiring my brain to realise that any kind of hatred I showed towards other fat people only perpetuated and reinforced the judgement I was unsuccessfully trying to avoid myself.


That judgement manifested any time my volleyball coach reminded us that our jerseys were numbered from one to eleven according to size, and I was automatically assigned number eleven, the highest and largest. It was there every time I saw a pair of ‘boyfriend jeans’ – worn slung low on your narrow hips and rolled up at the wide bottom, presumably because a girl wearing them is so much tinier than the boy she borrowed them from – and blamed myself for being bigger than every boy I had a crush on. It was there in the audible sighs from passengers I dared sit next to on planes, and in the point of their elbows that were not accidentally jabbed into my side during take-off, landing and every moment in between.


My fatness was a flaw and a weakness, and every day was a reminder of that. It was the pressure point my sisters touched when they wanted to hurt me during a fight. It was the abuse teenage boys yelled at me as I walked to class when they didn’t have anything to say but wanted their friends to think they were callous and wild (in other words, cool). It was the default reason for the rejections – romantic and platonic, audible or assumed – that I painfully recovered from.


I felt too big, too much, too weird, and I hated myself for it. I hated the way I looked, and the effect that hatred had on my mind made me reflect it out onto everybody else. The clichéd old maxim about being able to love yourself before you can love anyone else is a million per cent true; I only saw flaws when I looked at other people, just as I only saw them when I looked in the mirror. I had no way to express what it meant to be hurt by the dialogues women are expected to have in lunchrooms and comment sections. The more people around me hated themselves, the easier it was for me to do the same.


During the first year of high school, we were obligated to sample all the classes on offer, including physical education. Running laps around the oval in the endless Queensland sun was my idea of a personal hell, so I made a point to offer to take the class roll to the office at the beginning of every lesson. My teacher would ask me to jog there so that I’d return as warmed up as the rest of my classmates. ‘At least do something,’ he’d plead. I’d jog slowly until I was safely out of view, and then meander the rest of the way to the office and back, taking slow, purposely indirect routes. When I returned, I’d join in for the tail-end of the warm-up laps. While other, more sporty and less academically inclined kids my age were devising schemes to get extensions on their assignments, I became a master at avoiding PE. Our teacher would always forewarn us when we’d be practising long jump or high jump so we girls could make sure we wore our sporty microfibre running shorts to school. I’d conveniently ‘forget’ every time, and sit under the gum trees in the shade, reading a book, more grateful than ever for my pleated skirt – and every male teacher’s ingrained fear of discussing skirts with teenage girls.


I dropped PE in grade nine, the first year we were allowed a decision over how we spent our time at school, and instead chose to focus on the subject pool vaguely called ‘the humanities’: art, film and television, modern history, ancient history and music. Studying history taught me to research and formulate arguments and my own, specific set of opinions; in music class, we studied the theory behind songs by Queen and Led Zeppelin and formed our own bands (I played the bass, and in our first/only performance, turned the volume on the amp down so low because I lowkey didn’t really know what a bass was meant to do, but knew it was a cool instrument for a girl with black hair and thick-framed glasses to play).


I loved studying how the world worked and how artists reacted to it, but I really lived for studying film and TV. That classroom was the place where I could dream about writing movies and brainstorm who I’d thank in my Oscars acceptance speeches someday. In my last two years of school, I spent lunch breaks and late afternoons in our editing suites, my eyes glazing over as the iMac struggled to render the short films and music videos I patched together. We could choose what we made work about, and, as is so often the case with so many late-teen girl art projects, our bodies were at the forefront of our focus. In art class, a friend made morbid sculptures about how trapped she felt in her skin, while someone else painted a self-portrait and glued rusty barbed wire across the canvas. (I watched the movie Ghost World for the first time that year, and the early scenes in Enid’s art class felt like watching a documentary.) Across the hall in my film and TV lab, we were instructed to make a short documentary about whatever we were interested in. My friend Zoey had recently introduced me to the Hilltop Hoods, an Australian hip hop group from Adelaide, and the other MCs and groups that made music in their orbit. I became obsessed with the genre, studying lyrics and consuming as many interviews and videos about the band as I could. I made a documentary that covered the history of Australian hip hop and featured a performance by Muph & Plutonic (one of the few high-profile groups who bothered to tour Bundaberg). I interviewed a teacher who dismissed the genre as just aping the racial and socioeconomic legacy of American rap, and a local MC limited by what he could do with his music in our small town.


The subject of my documentary couldn’t be less subjective, but that wasn’t the case for my classmates. Bulimia, anorexia and self-harm were prime fruit to be plucked for these intimate short films, and their creators went all out; one girl had her (very thin) older sister mimic vomiting into a toilet, before throwing in a sheet of toilet paper saying BULIMIA. Making these films during school hours meant we were limited in our resources, so we relied on each other to provide interviews for our films. I tried to avoid featuring in the body-focused documentaries, terrified I’d be used as a worst-case example, the way news reports about obesity or diabetes use B-roll footage of headless fat bodies living their lives in public, unaware that their stomachs will be used to broadcast unsightly bodily crime or illness. My attempts to remain behind the camera were unsuccessful, however, and I was made to answer questions like, ‘Do you think the high percentage of eating disorder victims is because of how obese Australians are becoming?’ and ‘What don’t you like about your body?’ Refusing to answer the latter question the way I knew they wanted me to (crying, yelling ‘everything!’, and running away), I dead-panned, ‘My feet.’


It’s not only fat women whose brains are filled with feelings of inadequacy and shame about their bodies, I know this; every woman has a target painted on her back by the Beauty Industrial Complex the moment she’s born, and her life is spent dodging arrows. It was always that much more difficult, however, to articulate how you felt to thin people who talked about ‘fat days’ or wearing their ‘fat jeans’, who called themselves pigs for eating at all, when all you hoped for was to not have a stranger hurl those words at you purely for existing.


I was fourteen when I read Carolyn Mackler’s novel The Earth, My Butt, and Other Big Round Things. I remember dog-earing it at page 281 – the moment when its heroine, high-schooler Virginia Shreves, finally tells her dad, in an effort to be more open and honest with him, that she doesn’t appreciate him commenting on her body, even when he thinks he’s paying her a compliment for ‘slimming down’.


I love my mother and grandmother to death, but I’ve lost count of the number of times Mum announced, with an air of achievement, how she had remained a size ten until she fell pregnant with my eldest sister. My grandma proudly told anyone who’d listen that she was the thinnest one in the family. She did this during the first Christmas after my grandfather – her husband of 60 years – died, and she’d spent seven months reconfiguring a life without him. Thinness was always the trophy at the finish line, even if the race to get there was littered with heartbreak.


One summer, my mum and I went shopping for a new swimsuit and, to my surprise, she only suggested bikinis for me. I was – and would remain for a few more years – strictly a tankini-and-board-shorts girl, and was surprised at her suggestions. It was only after trying on a few awful triangle bikinis on my pale, fleshy frame that I realised the shopping trip was supposed to be like exposure therapy. My mum didn’t have to say anything for me to hear the sentiment behind the experiment: Show her how bad it really is, and she’ll want to change it on her own. When we got home – zero bikinis in our shopping bags – I walked to my bedroom, pulled out the book, and wordlessly thrust it into my mother’s hands, open at page 281. She read it and handed it back to me. We never spoke about it and never went swimsuit shopping together again.
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