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Praise for Locker Room Diaries

“Goldman’s writing style is breezy and humorous, which certainly adds to the reader’s pleasure.”

—Boston Globe


 



“[Goldman] conducted dozens of interviews with women of all ages . . . Interviews and stories will resonate with readers and provide inspiration for maintaining a positive self-image.”

—Kirkus Reviews



 


“Locker Room Diaries gives heart and humor to body image in a way like-minded books have not before. While it parses out the individual issues that plague each woman, by doing so it reminds the reader that fat, thin; rich, poor; short, tall; blonde, brunette; fair- or dark-skinned, there isn’t a person alive who hasn’t looked in the mirror and asked herself, ‘Am I good enough within this skin?’ Within her book, Leslie Goldman gives us permission to come to some peace with ourselves and our past.”

—Erin Shea, author of Tales from the Scale


 



“Goldman holds the reader’s attention with her empathy and humor. . . . We all need to appreciate our bodies for what they can do and for the qualities that can’t be weighed and measured—strength and grace, for example. This book is a good read in that direction.”

—Club Life Magazine 



 


“A must-read for any woman who struggles with her body image. Finally, someone has asked women what they really think about their bodies, and their answers are at once surprising, life-affirming, heartbreaking, and hilarious. Leslie Goldman has written an important book with humor and compassion that will help women put their body image woes to rest once and for all.”

—Ann Kearney-Cooke, author of Change Your  Mind, Change Your Body: Feeling Good About  Your Body and Self After 40


 



“Having seen that age brings with it greater body confidence and comfort and the shedding of self-consciousness, Goldman, who underwent deep transformation while preparing this eminently suitable addition to women’s studies, says it is ‘time to throw in the towel on hating our bodies.’”

—Booklist
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For Dan, 
whose insight has been invaluable; 
his love and support, unparalleled







It’s in the arch of my back,
 The sun of my smile,
 The ride of my breasts,
 The grace of my style.
 I’m a woman
 Phenomenally.
 Phenomenal woman,
 That’s me.


—Maya Angelou






So I tried on my wedding dress last night.
 The back and arms need serious work.

—Woman in her early thirties to trainer, overheard in locker room

 



 



I wish I could just slice off this part of my thigh, from here to here. That would be perfect.

—Woman in her mid-twenties to a girlfriend, overheard in locker room

 



 



Honey, let’s get on the scale and see if you’ve lost anything.

—Mother to young daughter, approximately ten years old, overheard in locker room






 Introduction: 

Warming Up


When I learned Crunch Fitness had installed peekaboo showers in their locker rooms, enticing members to watch their fellow gym-goers soap up from behind silhouetted glass doors, I was amused and, admittedly, a bit intrigued.

When 24 Hour Fitness launched a billboard campaign featuring an alien along with the proclamation, “When they come, they’ll eat the fat ones first,” I was horribly disturbed.

But when I discovered Women’s Workout World had a “No Nudity” policy in their club’s locker rooms, I was blown away.

“We deal with women from all walks of life, all different shapes, cultures, and religions,” explained CEO Shari Whitley. The “No Nudity” policy, she believes, fosters a nonthreatening atmosphere, one that especially helps women who have issues with body image.

So there it was: Women’s self-esteem has become so needy that although some of us feel it necessary to perform a wet burlesque show for the weight room while we shower  (“Oops, I dropped the soap!”), others are so fragile that “No Nudity” clauses are now needed . . . in locker rooms.


I knew something had to be done.

That’s why in the time it takes to read this introduction, I’ll likely have witnessed more naked women up close and personal than the average adult male sees in his lifetime. Yes, from gazing at gazongas to poring over pedicures, for the past few years I have immersed myself in the locker room of my gym, scribbling notes, eavesdropping, stealing glances, and, when the situation called for it, just downright, blatantly staring. Some might call this sort of behavior rude—invasive, even. I call it research.

What I conducted, essentially, is an ethnography of the ladies’ locker room (and in the process I raised more than a few male friends’ and colleagues’ eyebrows). It began innocently enough: I was just starting graduate school, earning my master’s degree in public health with a focus on women’s health. Having grown up in the impenetrable bubble of north-western suburban Chicago, where taking a baseball bat to a mailbox is cause for a town-hall meeting, I was new to the city and needed to join a gym. A nice, safe gym—my only requirement being that men did not lift weights in cut-off jeans and construction boots. Did such a thing exist?

I found a great place, a relatively expensive health club with all the amenities: from disposable razors, lotion, and mouthwash to an onsite manicurist and Reiki healer. I mean, there was even a rooftop sundeck with a tiki hut and bar.

But for me, the real action was in the locker room. Within my first few days of working out, I started to take note of the insults women hurled at themselves like drunken Cubs fans, the public trading of body flaws like so many stocks and bonds. In what began as a sort of informal thesis, I started  carrying my faux leopard fur-covered journal in my gym bag. Every day in that locker room, I would scribble down what I saw and heard. And in a culture where women are essentially trained to loathe their bodies, it wasn’t long before I had a diary chock-full of anecdotes and stories—some of them disheartening, some inspiring, but all poignant.

Take, for instance, the attractive, slim twenty-something woman who approached me from behind as I applied my lipstick one evening. She wore a silver two-piece bathing suit, apparently ready to hit the hot tub. As she walked closer and closer, I eyed her toned physique through the mirror and felt a twinge of envy. Just as the thought, “I wish I looked like that in a metallic string bikini,” traveled through my head, the woman slapped her thighs and shouted out in disgust, to nobody in particular, “Ugh—I’m so FAT!”

Was she searching for some sort of sick camaraderie from me? Or was this self-deprecating comment merely rhetorical? Regardless, the message was clear: This woman hated her body, imaginary flaws and all.

From the women with immaculate physiques who change in the bathroom stalls to avoid imagined public scrutiny to the heavier women who stroll around naked without a care in the world; from the women who wax everything—and I do mean everything—to women who shave down south only for their yearly gynecological exam; from breast implants and mastectomy scars to bellies swollen from pregnancy and asses sagging from old age, every body part and every owner has a story to tell—and a lesson we can learn.

When we are naked, we are at our most vulnerable—physically and emotionally. When we are naked, there are no Miracle bras to lift our 34Bs to magnificent heights, no control-top panty hose to smooth away the dimples, no high heels to  coax our calf muscles out of hiding. Without the armor of clothing, we fall prey much more easily to low self-esteem, personal insecurities, and the scrutiny of those around us. Like animals in the wild, we are in our bare, natural state, with nothing to hide us except a measly rectangular strip of towel. Skin hangs and wobbles, blemishes emerge, hair sprouts from places we didn’t know it could grow. Ah, yes, fluorescent lighting. From the self-deprecating comments I continue to hear uttered by and between women, the bodily obsessions and emotional vulnerability reflected in the mirror and on the scale, I have come to realize that the locker room is where women literally let it all hang out. Beneath the unforgiving lights and amongst the stolen glances from fellow females, I’ve gained a new understanding for how what goes on in the women’s locker room can be viewed as a distillation of our body-obsessed society’s impact on women.

I believe it’s time we tame the disparaging inner demon that paralyzes so many women into a state of broken body image and delve deeper into the question of why—why have we succumbed to this culture-induced cacophony of “if-onlys”? If only I could be thinner. If only my breasts could be as firm as hers. If only my ass could be that high. If only I could be that sexy. That curvy. That waif-like. The adjective doesn’t even matter, so long as the grass is greener (and neatly trimmed into a Brazilian bikini landscape). Though these locker room lessons—whether about growing older, giving birth, getting cancer, or braving therapy—may differ, the ultimate maxim will emerge universal: Slay the demon, screw the scale, and live large, no matter what you weigh.

Through my (mis)adventures, the locker room has become my second home. It’s where I shower and shave, gossip and gab. I venture to my gym five, even six times a week. (Although  sometimes exercise isn’t even required: I’ve been known to indulge in an occasional “executive workout”—a sauna and a shower—just to get my fix.) After each sweat-soaked, soul-cleansing workout, the locker room is my retreat. Inside, I and scores of other women peel off our clammy sports bras and strip down to our skivvies, our tired bodies begging for a warm shower and perhaps a reprieve from self-reproach.

But much more than that, the locker room is where I have learned about body image, the female form and the various neuroses that afflict it—more than any college anatomy class or well-worn therapist’s couch has taught me. Time after time, I have listened as women chastise themselves and trade insults with girlfriends, sisters, or even their children, uttering the sorts of statements that would be deemed mentally abusive if a man were to spew them to his wife.

Having watched too many friends battle anorexia, bulimia, and compulsive exercising, I have seen the ways poor body image can wreak havoc on a young woman’s physical and mental health. They are just a few of the eight million American women who struggle with a diagnosable eating disorder, according to the National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders—and that number does not account for the untold others with disordered eating and distorted body image (“body image” referring to the way a woman perceives her physical appearance, as well as how she thinks others see her).

I was one of those women, too. For years, I struggled with an eating disorder—anorexia—that demolished my self-esteem during my first year of college faster than any unrequited freshman crush could ever have. I shed 30 pounds from my already slender five-foot-eleven frame before winter  break through a diet of salsa-topped salad and seemingly endless nighttime runs across the University of Wisconsin- Madison’s beautiful, sprawling campus. My face grew gaunt; my clothes hung from my skeletal frame as if from a hanger. All around me, chaos ensued—“What should we do with her? Why did this happen?” Meanwhile, I was busy hammering out my daily caloric intake on my calculator. I just didn’t get it. I mean, five foot eleven and 120 pounds—that’s what models weigh, right?

In a sad bit of irony, I was majoring in—and acing—nutritional sciences.

I am now considered recovered in terms of my eating disorder, meaning I don’t actively engage in the destructive behaviors that overpowered me for so many years. Through a treatment regimen that consisted, at different times, of a variety of therapies and medications, I exorcised the demons that drove my pulse to 36 and my periods to a halt. But the inner critic will always remain and I, along with millions of otherwise successful women, continue to struggle with body image on some level.

From the constant trips to my university’s drab public fitness facility to the high-gloss shine of my current health club, I’ve pretty much seen it all—and I suspect I’m not alone. According to the International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association, in 2004 (the latest year for which figures are available), 21.6 million American women had health club memberships.

This book is for any woman who has ever experienced the terror of stepping on a scale large enough for the entire locker room to read, or gotten tangled in a wet bathing suit when all she wanted was to be cloaked in a bathrobe, or desperately grasped at her towel as it slipped from her nude  body, just as another woman walked behind her. It’s for any woman who knows what the physical high of a great workout feels like, but continues to beat herself up emotionally. For any woman who has ever looked at another woman’s breasts, hips, or stomach and wondered, “How do I compare to her?” (Remember the Sex and the City episode in which the famous foursome meet at a day spa for some R&R, only to learn that Charlotte is unable to shed her towel in the steam room, convinced other women are staring at her thighs?)

Considering the society we live in, is it any wonder I’ve found myself comparing cellulite with total strangers? Or looked on with envy as preteen girls enjoy the blossoming of their breasts while their hips remain narrow?

For years, these locker room observations and comments from the scores of women involved in this book have been marinating in my mind. We have spent far too many hours worrying about our bodies, how they look in the mirror, in our minds, and in other people’s eyes. Let’s take back time and reclaim some of those hours—if not for ourselves, then for the millions of other women who have struggled alongside us.

I remember, for instance, making my way to the showers one morning after a killer workout when something blonde and odd-shaped lying on the floor caught my eye: a wig. On my way back to my locker after lotioning up, I instinctively looked down to where the wig had lain, only to find an empty space. Now, it was atop the head of a beautiful, thirty-something woman dressed in business attire and applying her makeup. I later learned the young woman had lost her hair during treatment for breast cancer, which got me thinking about the importance we, as a society, place on physical looks, even in the midst of a potentially life-threatening disease.  It also filled me with admiration for her strength and vigor in continuing to exercise her way through cancer. I recall thinking, “I’d love to talk to her and learn from her.” I since have and her story truly is awe inspiring.

Laura Berman, PhD, the famous sex therapist, calls distorted body image “an epidemic, affecting all parts of women’s lives; in particular, their sex lives, but also how many outfits they try on in the morning before work, their sense of self-consciousness during the day, their self-esteem and their general quality of life.”

“The fact is,” she continues, “women in general look at each other and compare themselves—on the street, in the office, in the entertainment industry and in the locker room.” It’s at the point where fields such as genital rejuvenation (read: surgery or lasers) exist to answer the call of women fearful that their vaginas, let alone their stomachs or derrieres, don’t measure up.

Further ingraining the notion of physical perfection and feeding women’s starving body images are the recent reality television programs that chronicle women’s (and men’s) quests for physical perfection via tummy tucks, liposuction, breast lifts, porcelain veneers, nose jobs, and so forth. Even Lisa Simpson—yes, the cartoon—struggled with an eating disorder, as has her voice, Yeardley Smith. (Lisa’s problem was solved within a thirty-minute episode, but Smith’s battle with bulimia lasted more than a decade.) More extreme, another network premiered a sitcom . . . a sitcom! . . . called Starved,  which followed four thirty-something friends, all of whom suffered from eating disorders. There was no laugh track.

Women also continue to be exposed to advertising that promotes an unattainable ideal, made all the more obvious beneath the glaring lights of the locker room. As Jean Kilbourne,  EdD, the former model and advertising guru, once told me, “I’ve heard that even Cindy Crawford has said, ‘I wish I looked like Cindy Crawford.’” In the three thousand or so advertisements we take in each day, women are typically airbrushed out of reality, with only a long, lean torso shown here, or a perfectly smooth rear-end displayed there. These images engender in women the feeling that our bodies are, and will always be, less-than, interchangeable, and somehow incomplete.

It both scares and deeply saddens me to imagine the hours, the days, indeed, the years, that my female counterparts and I have flushed down the toilet (often literally) thinking about which parts of our bodies we wish we could shave away, what we should eat for our next meal, how many calories we need to burn to cancel out last night’s chocolate cake. I suspect that with my background in science I could have helped discover cures for both cancer and cellulite in the time I’ve spent agonizing over such meaningless inner dialogue.

That’s why I’m ready for my fuzzy little notebook, a true labor of love and self-exploration, to go public.

And let’s not forget the lesson learned by Charlotte from that locker room episode of Sex and the City. After her confidence is bolstered by a body-image pep talk with Carrie, Charlotte returns to the spa, tip-toeing through the locker room. She pauses nervously to unwrap her towel, enters the steam room, and bares all. Just as her nervousness is about to reach a fever pitch, validation comes in the form of another woman’s voice: “I’d kill for your breasts.”
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 Conquering Mount Toledo

Putting the Scale in Its Place

 



 



 



 



 




The scale in my gym’s locker room is gargantuan, hideously oversized, like something you’d find in Alice in Wonderland. It lurks in the far back corner of the locker room, a menacing, six-foot-tall beast of a Toledo. It’s the kind of scale found at fairs; only a brave man would dare climb it as a challenge to the carnival barker to guess his weight so that he can win his lady a stuffed animal. Gunmetal gray, it has a two-foot-by-two-foot rubber platform and a huge round register. When you step on it, the slender blood-red needle slowly rises like a psychological odometer, bobbing back and forth for a few excruciating seconds as it deliberates its final sentence.

Nearly every day for five years, I have watched—and, admittedly, joined—women as they prepared to climb this scale, almost all of us programmed with an eerily similar routine.

It begins when a woman of any given size or shape approaches the steely monster. Typically she is clad in just a towel and flip-flops. Actual clothing? Forget it. And shoes? Out of the question. What are you trying to do, add two pounds?

After a quick scan of the room to see whether anyone is nearby, the woman turns back and attempts to scale Mount Toledo. Stepping onto the platform, she takes a deep breath, imperceptible to all but the most attuned of gym-goers, and gazes up at the numbers, her eyes at once hopeful and dreading. The needle eventually settles, and one of two scenarios ensues.

If the number is favorable, she immediately hops off, as if hot coals were underfoot, just in case the needle is feeling fickle and decides to creep up a few more increments. Off she struts, as satisfied as if she were just on the receiving end of a one-hour massage—happy ending included.

But more often than not, the number is a disappointment. The woman is launched into a sort of weight-loss striptease—and I don’t mean the kind Carmen Electra might perform. First, she untucks the corner of the white towel from beneath her arm and lets it slip to the ground. That shaves off another pound, especially if it’s wet. Next, her flip-flops might be kicked away; then her wristwatch goes, placed atop the nearby pay phone. Another ounce or two. After that, with nothing else to remove, the woman stands there, naked, soaking in the final number and what it all-too-often represents: her self-worth.

It’s just as my friend Debbie said to me one morning as she came into work: “I decided to be mean to myself this morning, so I got on the scale.”




Drop the Towel and Slowly Step Away from the Scale 

I have participated in this ritual many, many times. The frequency ebbs and flows, most recently flaring up prior to my  wedding a few years ago. But for a good couple of years, I abstained. And here’s why: One morning as I changed clothes, I heard the joyful voice of a young girl, maybe three years old. She was galloping around the locker room, playing peekaboo from behind the locker doors, blowing warm air from the hair dryers into her face, and generally just admiring herself in the mirrors. As her attention focused on the scale, I saw her climb up onto it with Herculean effort. She began to jump up and down, yelling for her mom to come see her in her newly conquered territory.

The mother followed her daughter’s gleeful voice to The Scale, where she rumpled her daughter’s hair, giving her a cursory “That’s great, honey!” She lifted her daughter off the scale and then got on herself. In one swift motion, the mother’s face soured and her head dropped. She stepped gingerly off the scale and, without another word, returned to her locker and continued dressing. And wouldn’t you know it, before I had the chance to ask myself, “Will this turn into a vicious, lifelong cycle?” that little girl climbed back onto the scale and, in a performance worthy of a pint-sized Oscar, imitated her mother’s actions, right down to her exaggerated pouty face. Was she old enough to read the numbers? Probably not. Did she even know what a scale was? I’d assume no. But in less than one minute, she had learned a lesson that would likely follow her the rest of her life: The scale is something that makes women sad.

I’ll admit, for years—before, during, and for sometime after my eating disorder—I was a scale junkie. It was my crack, my smack, my fix. I’d jump on pretty much anything with a dial, be it in a locker room, in a friend’s washroom, or at the doctor’s office. I believe I once tried weighing myself in a sporting-goods store but chickened out. That number ruled my day.

What the hell was I thinking? First, let’s ignore that, like fingerprints or taste in men, every scale is different, and they yield wildly dissimilar readouts. Next, disregard the fact that the average woman’s weight can fluctuate by up to 5 pounds in one day, potentially leaving me as happy as the winner of a Tiffany & Co. shopping spree or as devastated as the runner up who gets the little horseshoe-shaped key chain with the screw-on balls.

But I swear on my dog-eared copy of Reviving Ophelia,  the day I saw that little girl’s unblemished body image tainted before my eyes as her mother scowled at Mount Toledo’s reading, I changed my tune completely. My scale-hopping scaled back immediately, to the point where I refused to allow the nurse to weigh me during my annual physical exam (and still do). That little girl—and the power that I, as a grown woman, had over her and others like her—haunted me. It was a responsibility that I, as a young feminist concerned with the emotional and physical health of the next generation of women, felt tingling deep in my bones. Today, I continue to see young girls look on as everyone from pre-teens to older women climb the scale and succumb, or rise up, to the number. Always, I can read their minds. Not wanting to perpetuate that ritual, I stay away, hoping that they will also see me, a young, healthy woman, not stepping on the scale and not allowing the number to reign over my parade.

Of course, it would be a lie to say that I never weigh myself these days. Granted, I try to go by the scale of my figure rather than the figure on the scale. But a few times a year I find myself wondering, and I retreat to the back of the locker room. One of the lessons I’ve learned, however—besides absolutely never weighing myself when there are children  around—is to do it quickly, minus the ritualistic dance of un-tucking my towel and discarding all accessories. Not because I’m afraid the number will be scary or will have the same hold on me it once had, but because I never again want to possess that look of desperation so many of my fellow gym-goers display on that funhouse platform.

Why have we intelligent women granted authority to this evil hunk of metal, not only over our bodies but over our minds? Only a good night’s sleep, early-morning sex, or a nice vanilla latte should be allowed to wield so much influence over how we start our day. We should be as diligent about avoiding our locker room’s scale as we are about ignoring cat-calling construction workers whooping it up as we walk by.

And please, don’t keep a scale in your home bathroom. The whole scenario is akin to that of an alcoholic who lives above a wine bar. Why don’t you just go for a nice five-mile jog in your Jimmy Choos while you’re at it?




David vs. Goliath 

It’s truly, sadly amazing that we women allow a scale to have such power over us—especially when there are so many other more worthwhile appliances to become reliant upon. Why not get hooked on our iPods? Our espresso machines? Our vibrators, yearning to be set free? All these modern conveniences make life so much easier, make our bodies feel so good, and yet we look to the scale for affirmation. One fellow Chicago author and gym-goer embroiled in her own weight loss battle, Erin, twenty-nine, calls the scale “a mindfuck”; another weight-loss blogger refers to herself as a “scale  whore.” It’s a never-ending battle, one that won’t stop until we topple all scales, like the crumbling of the Berlin Wall.

I have actually seen women stand in line, waiting to step on the scale in my locker room. You stand in line at Banana Republic, not at the scale! These women hang back patiently while those in front of them unlace their shoes, strip out of their sports bras, take off their jewelry. Some peer around for the readout, attempting to be subtle in their comparisons. No matter whether the physique standing before them is six inches taller or six inches shorter, smaller-boned or more athletic, pear- or apple-shaped—the number on the scale is all that matters.

At one point, when a woman standing four foot eleven and weighing 105 pounds stepped on the scale before me, I would fantasize, “Wouldn’t it be great to be so petite?” But forty-eight hours later, if a 150-pound athletic swimmer with amazing definition in her back and shoulders stood on that register, I’d think, “Why don’t I have muscles like that?”

One morning while observing women in the locker room, I ran into Sangeeta, thirty-eight, a law student I know from a weightlifting class at the gym. Sangeeta and I had bumped into each other just days earlier at a coffee shop, where I had told her a bit about my locker room ethnography and had asked her whether she had issues with the scale. Sangeeta said that although she hates weighing herself, she often feels compelled to do so, and she has a range she tries to stay within: At 114 pounds, she feels thin and happy; at 118, she feels uncomfortably heavy. To look at her, this seems silly—the woman is lithe but muscular, her caramel skin is smooth, her hair long and black. At five foot three, she somehow seems at least a few inches taller. Her body is fit and beautiful.

That morning in the locker room, Sangeeta had spotted me and was reminded of our coffee shop conversation. This, apparently, prompted her to hop on the scale. When I saw her a few minutes later, buttoning her khakis and pulling on her blouse, she smiled hello and then, scrunching up her nose (the only seemingly scrunchable part on her solid body), she said, “Today is a 118 day.”

For a moment, I was confused—until she explained, “Remember our talk? At 114 pounds, I feel good. At 118, I feel fat.” Then she looked me up and down—I was wearing a fleece and running pants—and commented, “You’re so thin.”

“No!” I thought. “This isn’t supposed to be happening. This is the opposite of what’s supposed to be happening. This is a  feel good project, not some evil experiment in envy and comparison.” I felt a bit dizzy and, admittedly, guilty. I gathered up my journal hidden inside a decoy magazine and ducked out pronto.

Why do we feel compelled to judge ourselves against others? Every woman has something to be proud of, be it powerful quads that can propel her across the tennis court, the kind of flexibility that even a yoga instructor covets, or the ability to jog on the treadmill while reading a magazine. Our fellow locker mates are not the enemy. The scale should not be the enemy. Ben and Jerry’s New York Triple Fudge Chunk isn’t even the enemy. The enemy lives within us. Let’s start exorcising.




Just Say No 

The celebrity trainer Kacy Duke has sculpted the biceps and tightened the tushes of such A-list stars as Kirsten Dunst,  Denzel Washington, Julianne Moore, and Lenny Kravitz. But she doesn’t know how much they weigh. That’s because the high-paced, hard-bodied Duke, who splits her time between New York and Los Angeles, shuns the scale. As creative director for the swanky Equinox gym chain, Duke spends more than her fair share of time in the locker room, where she has witnessed scale-induced frenzies of boy-band concert proportions.

She recalled one scene in particular: “I was in the locker room and this one woman who I thought had a pretty nice body got on the scale and started screaming, ‘What am I working out this hard for?!’ She couldn’t see the forest for the trees.” Women nearby, Duke confirmed, were actually chuckling to each other, clucking, “Crazy bitch. I’d die for her body.” Meanwhile, this lady was having a conniption fit over what was likely a lower-than-average weight for her height.

But it’s what happened next that warmed Duke’s heart: Just minutes later, a woman on the heavier side who had recently begun working out stepped on the scale. She must have been satisfied with the number because, Duke remembered, she shouted out, “Yes!” (The way she recounts the story, I can only imagine that a fist pump accompanied the declaration.)

“I felt like it was God in action,” Duke recalled, “telling me to look at this and remember. It was such a view of what’s really important.”

(Now, of course, this is a chapter about ditching the scale, about stopping the practice of looking to the dial as a source of confidence and affirmation. But the scenario Duke described is poignant because it shows how differently two women can react to a simple number and how, for an overweight  woman on the pathway to health, that number represents success. So long as she doesn’t get hooked, all is well.)

For Duke, what’s really important is enjoying the fitness journey rather than focusing on a number on the scale. Her mantra: “Fitness is an evolution, not a revolution.” If getting in shape is a journey, the scale is a roadblock. In her fairy tale-like description, “The scale becomes the Emerald City and you can’t enjoy the yellow brick road.”

So yes, she hates seeing scales in the locker room. She’s even asked to have them removed, but management tells her that members demand them. When the scale in the women’s locker room is broken, she said, frantic notes overflow from the suggestion box: “The scale is broken” and “Please fix the scale.”

My friend Ali, thirty, brought this point home the other day when she told me she had gone to the gym to work out and weigh herself, only to find an “Out of order” sign hanging from the scale’s neck. “I was so confused,” she said. “It reminded me of the time I went to Starbucks and they told me they were out of coffee.”

But although Ali’s weight obsessions have fluctuated like those of most women, she’s been able to keep her fixations in check—even through the often obsessive processes of training for a marathon and giving birth to a baby girl (as well as the accompanying weight gain, although she somehow managed not to show until her ninth month by carrying little Milla entirely inside her abdominal cavity). She doesn’t weigh herself that often, maybe less than once a month. She and her husband don’t even keep a scale in the house.

I asked Duke what, given the opportunity, she would say to that woman with the fabulous body who stepped on the  scale only to start screaming and hollering about her “weight problem.” Here’s what she had to say:
I would ask her to walk around the park with me and ask her to see what I see. To see a man with only one leg running, or an older woman walking, just for the health of it. To see how important it is that she has a life and that she should live it to the fullest, not just for the physical aspects. It’s about being really healthy and fit and doing something that says, “I’m alive.” Fitness is like great sex—it’s an amazing thing. It makes you feel so lucky to be moving and living. Why get bogged down by the scale?








The Abstainers 

Why get bogged down, indeed. In the course of researching this book, I came across a rare breed of women who never weigh themselves. I mean, they never, ever weigh themselves. I had originally thought this group was indigenous to sub-Saharan tribes where scales don’t exist; but no, these are real American women, purposely choosing to eschew the scale. Quite often, it seems, they have had eating issues in the past, and so they avoid the scale because, as Duke said, it serves as a stumbling block; a false God.

My close friend Amanda, twenty-nine, a beauty-shop owner who has previously battled anorexia and bulimia, told me she never weighs herself, especially in the gym’s locker room. A Reese Witherspoon look-alike with an until-now undiscovered knack for metaphor, Amanda told me the gym scale reminds her of the scale in the deli department of a grocery  store, “out there for everyone to see, with a pile of flesh heaped upon it.” (Note to self: Substitute tofu for turkey breast on next week’s grocery list.) Meat analogies aside, Amanda said her decision to abstain from the scale was the result of a suggestion made by a psychiatrist a decade ago and has served her well—the only time she allows herself to be weighed is at the doctor’s office; and even then, she does so standing backward, and on the condition that the number is not uttered aloud. “Psychologically, it’s great for me,” she said. “Anyway, I use my clothes to gauge my weight.”

As does my sister-in-law, Jessica, twenty-six, a Spinning instructor /Harvard MBA student who said she uses the clothes-as-scale technique to avoid becoming reliant on the scale to determine how she feels about herself.

“I get on the scale once a year,” Jess said, “and it’s something I dread. I think you have this perception in your mind about what you should weigh and when the number comes up, it’s depressing, especially for someone like me who works out incessantly. If I lost weight, it might be encouraging and fun, but the downside is actually worse. I guess I just don’t want to know the up-and-down, day-to-day, month-to-month of it all.”

Jessica is an intelligent young woman who has run the Chicago marathon and hiked the Inca trail, in addition to teaching grueling hour-long Spinning classes to exercise fanatics who demand nothing less than the best. She knows full well that sleek muscle—of which she has plenty—weighs more than fat, even though it takes up less space in clothing. Still, she admitted, “In my deepest thoughts, I think that’s just bullshit. I mean, obviously I know it’s true, but part of me thinks that saying it is just a way to make myself feel better.  The harsh reality of it is, I don’t think I’ll ever be 110 pounds. I’m never going to be waify.”

Having worked out at two wildly different types of gyms in the past few years—a fancy chain in Chicago as well as her current Ivy League facility—Jessica can attest that the scale rules nationwide. And when women hop on, she finds herself experiencing two reactions. The first, she said, is one of loathing—“Ugh, how can they do that?”—followed quickly by relief that she is not tethered to that slab of steel (unlike the woman in a popular oatmeal commercial who is shown going to work and running errands with a scale chained to her ankle).
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