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Introduction


When Amy, Natasha, and I first discussed creating Chicken Soup for the Soul: Curvy & Confident, we came to the drawing board with a strong, shared belief — that the curvy women of today had a profound need to read body-positive stories, now more than ever.


We could feel the world was at a tipping point when it came to embracing different body types for women, and that we needed to nudge it over the edge.


As one of the world’s first plus-size supermodels in the early 1990’s, I fought to combat negative perceptions and narrow-minded thinking about women’s bodies. I talked until my voice was hoarse, trying to convince people that even if you are larger, curvier, or fleshier, you are still beautiful. The birth of MODE magazine in 1997 was a big turning point for millions of women above size 12, and for my career as a model, too. For the first time, we got to see ourselves on the cover of a better fashion magazine in photos created by top stylists, make-up artists, and photographers.


But few retailers understood how to change their mindset from “fat” to “curvy” and this beautiful magazine folded in 2001. We’d been exposed to so many negative messages for so long — in the media, from our families, and even from our own thoughts — that a new, healthier attitude was still difficult to establish.


As a long-time Ambassador for the National Eating Disorders Association (myneda.org), I’ve seen firsthand how destructive the old way of thinking can be for women of all sizes — large, medium, and small. They can suffer from low self-esteem, which narrows their lives, and eating disorders, which can end them.


Today, I’m happy to see that the world, and our thinking, is progressing — and this book is part of that change.


In early 2016, we saw Mattel issue new versions of Barbie, with different body types, including “curvy.” We saw the first plus-size model, Ashley Graham, appear in the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue. She looked gorgeous! Curvy women everywhere felt better about themselves; it gave them hope that a new view of beauty was on the horizon.


Those developments gave Amy, Natasha, and me renewed hope and made us even surer that we were onto something. I think you’ll find that this collection of stories continues the conversation in a constructive way. You’ll probably react the same way that we did as we read the stories — we laughed, we teared up, and we shared the stories with each other and with our families.


Each of the 101 personal journeys in this book is meant to fortify you and lift you up. And I’m guessing they’ll bring back a lot of memories, too. Debra Mayhew’s story “Skinny Dipping,” for example, brought me back to when I was a teenager and tormented myself when I had to walk to the pool in my bathing suit in front of everyone, including the boys. In the years to follow, I realized that everyone was self-conscious and feeling the same anxiety. Today, swimming is one of my favorite sports and I hate to think about the millions of women who deprive themselves of the pleasure of swimming because they don’t want to be seen in a bathing suit.


Having just completed the lecture series at the Metropolitan Museum of Art about beauty throughout the ages in classical sculpture, I loved the theme of the celebrated female nude in Lauren Rossato’s “Twenty-Dollar Muse” and James Gemmell’s “An Art Perspective.” Through James’s love and study of art, he questions the dramatic change in the body shape of the female subject in art, and rightly so.


After I read “Cracked Rear View” by Cindi Carver-Futch, I wanted to call her and say, “Go girl!” Cindi’s self-deprecating humor and triumph made me laugh, and reinforced my gratitude for my own bodacious booty.


And on a more serious note, I am beyond proud to have a story in this book by my younger sister, Melanie Flint. In “My Journey Back to Me,” she talks about her emotional survival at the hands of our misguided and troubled father, who used to weigh her once a week and punish her if she went beyond a certain number on the scale. She lived in terror and learned how to starve herself. I had my own humiliation at the hands of our father regarding my weight, but I didn’t know until I read this story what my sister had endured after I left home.


Natasha’s story, “Go Ahead, Look at Me,” closes out this collection. It’s the follow-up to a story of hers that had lain dormant since 2005 and found its voice during the 2016 presidential campaign. After she was flung into the spotlight, Natasha describes how the attacks on her looks by a public figure made her feel, and how she overcame them to find a new confidence.


Each story is unique, but we learn this universal lesson from all of them: We are all perfectly imperfect. And to strive to attain someone’s narrow idea of perfection sets us up for failure and a lifetime of unhappiness. Life is too short and precious to waste time doing that. We need to be happy now, not in 10 pounds or ten years.


Be. Happy. Now.


When I was a middle schooler, my Physical Education teachers always used me in class to demonstrate whatever new sport or activity we were learning. Being athletic came naturally to me. On the field, in school, on the track, in the pool, I was master. I rowed crew in college and I’ve always loved using my body for sports.


I see my body as that of an Amazonian. I am feminine and strong. I eat healthy, organic food, I hike and swim every day, I eat exotic chocolate from my “chocolate drawer” when I feel like it, and I keep a positive spirit. With this philosophy, my body has found the right weight for me.


As a mother with a teenage daughter, I am keeper of the body image flame. I fill the fridge with a variety of nutritious and delicious foods and encourage a celebratory relationship with our meals. I express confidence in my body because I know children learn from example, not words, and that they watch everything. We eat when we are hungry, and we stop when we are not hungry anymore. I encourage consistent movement, like after-dinner walks, and I strive to live and teach my daughter balance.


With this book, you will know you are not alone. Instead, you’ll have dozens of new friends who have the same problems that you have, who share the same insecurities, and who pass along their best tips and advice to make you curvy and confident. I felt like I was away on a retreat with a bunch of great women friends as I read these stories.


I hope these stories give you freedom — freedom from shame, guilt, and body bashing. And I hope they inspire you as they did me and that you turn each page and see a bit of yourself there, as I did. And maybe the negative voice inside of you will be so shocked at our brave storytellers taking belly dancing and posing nude and training for a marathon and wearing a mini-skirt . . . that it will say to you: If she can do it, so can I!


There is no better time to embrace your curvy and confident self than now. This is your body and it is unique. Wake up and shine! Write inspiring quotes on your mirrors with lipstick.


It’s goddess time in a serious way. Take care of you and love yourself: The women of the future are depending on it!


~Emme
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Look at Me Now
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Me, All of Me.


Imperfection is beauty, madness is genius and it’s better to be absolutely ridiculous than absolutely boring.


~Marilyn Monroe


“You’re very funny, Sherri. But because you’re fat, you’ll never play anything but the neighbor or the best friend.” After my manager said these words to me, with a pat on my back, I heard her voice and her words ring in my ears for years.


For a long time I was self-conscious about my body. As an actress, I never felt pretty enough or skinny enough to compete with the women I saw on television and on the big screen. But thank goodness for that other voice inside of me, the one that would say: “You can do this girl! You’re funny, you’re pretty, you’re funny . . .”


Even when I didn’t believe in myself, I kept putting in the work — going to acting class and on auditions. I acted “as if” — as if I were confidently walking into the casting director’s office . . . as if I were going to book the job . . . as if I were a star.


And I let my skills and preparation do the talking for me, instead of the negative voice ringing in my ears.


I listened to other loving, positive words in order to help me overcome the angst, doubt, and unworthiness I felt in this industry. One time, I sat myself in a chair in the middle of a bunch of my friends and had them each say what they thought was special about me that set me apart from others.


From this exercise, I learned that I have a beautiful smile that brings joy to others and that my sense of humor made people forget their own problems. I learned that my knock-knees (which I always hated) made some guys lustful. And I discovered that I am not the sum total of my size 16 clothes or body parts.


My big knees didn’t get me a host job on The View.


My ample girth didn’t secure me a role as the first African American to play the Evil Stepmother in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella on Broadway (and, to be fair, my horrible singing voice didn’t either!)


My fleshy arms didn’t get me my own show, Sherri, on the Lifetime Network (where I got to engage in hot kissing sessions with Malcolm Jamal Warner — yeah baby!)




I acted “as if”—as if I were confidently walking into the casting director’s office . . . as if I were going to book the job . . . as if I were a star.





My size 9 1/2 feet and my thighs rubbing together didn’t land me a top spot on Dancing with the Stars.


My round face didn’t get me a successful wig line, Sherri Shepherd NOW.


In my new NBC comedy, Trial & Error, I play a paralegal who suffers from a host of rare disorders that create a lot of humor in the show: short-term memory loss, no tear ducts, facial blindness, foreign accent syndrome, Stendhal’s syndrome (fainting around beautiful artwork) and pseudobulbar affect (laughing uncontrollably at funerals). She’s a very funny character and if me having a double chin somehow helps with this wacky character, then thank you Lord, I accept it.


I walk out the door every day with a bright smile and easy laugh whether I am a size 16 or not. And I’ve only played the best friend once.


And best of all, when my beautiful son, Jeffrey, rubs my belly and says “Mommy it feels like a Buddha” I laugh. Because the very thing I always hated gives the most precious person in my life joy.


Me. All of me.


~Sherri Shepherd
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My Journey Back to Me


We have all a better guide in ourselves, if we would attend to it, than any other person can be.


~Jane Austen


I happily lived in my body until the person I trusted most in the world chipped away at that happiness, replacing it with criticism and shame. Every Sunday during my adolescence, while my brothers were in the kitchen talking and joking and eating a big Sunday lunch, I was in the garage sitting next to the ominous and dreaded stand-up scale, the kind you see at the doctor’s office. I always skipped breakfast on Sunday, nervously anticipating my weigh-in. The number needed to be “right” — not one pound more than 123 — according to my father.


My father himself was not slim — he filled the doorway with his tall, thick frame. When he stood behind me as judge and jury, slowly moving the indicator across the numbers on the scale, I held my breath and could feel his own hot breath on my neck.


The moments before the metal arrow slid across the bar and settled on a number were scary. I knew that if the bar moved past the magical number of 123, my father would make me skip lunch and I’d sit alone in my room all afternoon to avoid shaming comments from him. In those moments, I’d hear my stepbrothers laughing and having fun at the kitchen table, wishing I could be thin enough to join them.


I’d starve myself for the next week to avoid the same humiliation the following Sunday. If I’d starved enough, the number would show 120, 121, 122 . . . and I’d get a slap on the butt — the signal that I, too, could go have lunch.


My father did not want a “fat” daughter. The boys in the family were fed well, outfitted with golf clubs and all kinds of balls, boats and guns to keep them entertained and satisfied. I had the scale. The difference in treatment and expectations was striking.


I avoided telling others what was going on at home because I was ashamed. Plus, if I listened too much to others’ confusion or anger at why my father was weighing me, or if I believed their positive comments about my body and words telling me that I was beautiful, I might have stood up to my father. And that was not a smart course of action. I needed to be compliant to safely navigate those waters.


So, I kept the weigh-ins a secret. And I began to believe what they meant — that I was not beautiful as me, the way I was; I had to prove my worthiness to myself and others every week.


Needless to say, this was a rocky start toward loving and accepting myself, my body, and everything it provided me.


I spent over a decade, until my mid-twenties, exhibiting acting-out behaviors around food, exercise, and dieting before I realized I needed a new way of looking at myself and my world. That’s when I told a dear friend (cocktails were involved, for courage) about Sundays in the garage with my dad and our scale. She listened intently, at times crying, then wrote a name and phone number on a bar napkin and slid it toward me. It was her psychotherapist, whom she said was helping her to change her own life. I took the number and put it away in my wallet, not sure if I would ever make the call.


I was living in New York City at the time, working as a “full-figured model,” as we were called in the late 1990’s. But the industry did not know what to do with me. I was six feet tall with an athletic build, and while I met the size requirement to be “full-figured,” I didn’t have “the look” that the clients expected a full-figured model to have.


Even in the plus-size industry, I didn’t make the grade. I couldn’t figure out where I belonged, what was wrong with me, and how I could fix myself.


Months later, I still had the phone number of the psychotherapist safely tucked away. I wondered if she would make me stand up to my father and call him out on his inappropriate behavior. That still didn’t feel like an option for me. The most progress I’d made so far in dealing with him was to hang up on him, slamming the phone down when he upset me. But even that, I didn’t do well. I’d feel a rush of self-power in that instant, and then a day of guilt, followed by a half-hearted apology to him to ensure I wouldn’t be given the silent treatment for a month.




It wasn’t my own voice saying those hurtful things about me, it was his.





The familiar and destructive cycle with my father continued for a few more months until one day, I’d had enough. I was finished hating myself and feeling shame and not knowing why. Enough was enough. That day, after one year of carrying her number around with me, I called the therapist.


This wise, kind and persistent woman gently yet firmly guided me through the minefields of misguided beliefs and internalized criticisms I had accumulated and adopted throughout my life. And, shockingly, I came to realize that I didn’t actually believe the criticisms I’d berated myself with all those years — it wasn’t my own voice saying those hurtful things about me, it was his.


And so, I began the process of re-recording my own thoughts, opinions and beliefs into my mind, heart and soul. Those realizations propelled my journey toward appreciating myself and having confidence in my true voice and place in any given room or at any table.


In the fifteen years since then, I have realized many dreams. I am married to my true love; I am a mother to three show-stopping kiddos; I have a thriving psychotherapy practice; I have a body that works hard for me and does everything I ask of it; and I have loving and supportive friendships in my life.


We are all worthy of living a great life. And it has nothing to do with the number on a scale, but the plus-size love for ourselves and others in our hearts.


~Melanie E. Flint
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A Confident Triumph


With confidence, you have won before you have started.


~Marcus Garvey


It was freshman year and my friend Kathy and I were considering pledging for a sorority. Pledge season was full of the usual array of festivities. Throughout Week One, you could sample the various houses at their parties, meeting the sisters and getting a sense of the atmosphere and unique personalities. At the end of the night, if you were interested, you left your card letting them know you wanted to pledge with them. During Week Two the sororities and fraternities got together for combined parties inviting their choices among the potential pledges.


Surprisingly, Kathy chose one of the most elite and highly sought after sororities. It didn’t seem like a good fit to me, but she was insistent. I didn’t want her to be disappointed but I was doubtful they would choose her. She was just not their type.


Kathy wasn’t your stereotypical sorority girl. She was studious. She was kind. She was fashion conscious but she wasn’t runway thin by a long shot. She was voluptuously curvy. Unfortunately she was in an environment where curvy was not “in.”


Kathy was beautiful inside and out. I just didn’t think she was choosing a crowd that could see that.


So we were pleasantly surprised when we both received invitations for the combined party of her chosen sorority and its associated fraternity. I was still skeptical, but I was happy for her.


“Who’s your date?” she asked excitedly.


“My date?”


“From the fraternity. Who is the date on your invitation? I hope it’s as good as mine. I hit the jackpot. I got Preston.”


There was no fraternity brother listed on my invitation. I was concerned. Was it an oversight? Was I second string?


Later I learned the truth, and it was far more sinister. It turned out only some of us were selected for “dates.” These chosen few were part of what the fraternity ominously called their Ghoul Pool, an annual tradition.


The Ghoul Pool was a contest whereby each brother paid his fee and invited the most “ghoulish” date he could find, hoping to be voted the winner and collect the spoils.


I didn’t want to hurt Kathy’s feelings by telling her, but I didn’t want her to walk into such a cruel trap. I debated for days about how to circumvent the party.




“I have a date with the cutest, most popular guy on campus. I have the opportunity to show him what a cool and interesting person I am.”





Finally on the day of the big event, as she was tearing through her wardrobe to pick just the right ensemble, I told her what I knew. I suggested we skip the party and go to the movies. But she would not be swayed. Despite hearing about the set-up she was determined to go to the party with her date.


I begged her not to go, fearing the night would end in tears. But she insisted. She said she was going to make the most of this date with Preston.


“I have a date with the cutest, most popular guy on campus. I have the opportunity to show him what a cool and interesting person I am,” she declared confidently.


So I went with Kathy, fully expecting to have to pick up the pieces by night’s end.


At the party, groups of people whispered in corners about “the contest.” Throughout the night I heard random comments about the various contestants. Toward the end of the evening I saw Preston being high-fived and congratulated. Apparently, thanks to Kathy, he had won the Ghoul Pool.


I kept watching Kathy, waiting to step in to do damage control if need be. But she seemed to be having a great time. I don’t know if she overheard any of the comments about the contest, but if she did, they didn’t seem to detract from her enjoyment of the party. At the end of the night, as we were about to leave, Kathy reached up and gave Preston a peck on the cheek. The crowd clapped and whistled.


Kathy and I never spoke about it again. Neither of us pursued pledging that year. Over time, we drifted apart as many friends do.


Years later, one bright spring morning I was headed to Starbucks on my way to a job interview and I ran into Kathy waiting outside the café. We exchanged pleasantries and I congratulated her on her beautiful wedding band and obvious pregnancy. She was glowing, as the cliché goes.


As I was about to make my way toward the door a handsome man came out holding two coffees.


“You remember Preston, don’t you?” she chirped.


He smiled broadly, put his arm around Kathy and handed her a caramel macchiato.


~Donna L. Roberts
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Role Model


The most revolutionary thing you can do is love your body.


~Author Unknown


I wasn’t a skinny kid, but that didn’t stop me from dreaming of being a fashion model when I grew up. I used to admire my mother’s modeling pictures — Mom was a thin, Twiggy-type model during that era — and dream “what if” and “one day” for myself.


Years later, as a young woman, I stumbled upon an ad looking for plus-size models for a fashion show at a nearby department store. I took a leap and went.


I wore clothes I never thought I’d wear and strutted up and down the center aisle to entice shoppers. It was amazing. My dream became a reality and I told myself: “You can do this!”


I joined a plus-size modeling agency and pursued the passion I had since I was a young girl. I never realized it would have an effect on anyone outside of myself until one day, when I was doing a photo shoot at the beach, I saw a young, plus-size girl watching from the sidelines.


She turned to her mom, excited: “Mommy, I can be a plus-size model!”


It was then that I realized my confidence in my size showed others that they, too, could be confident and do whatever they desired to do in life.


Being plus-size doesn’t mean embracing an unhealthy lifestyle. It means the opposite: loving yourself so much that you want the best for you and your body. I’ve participated in 5K races, danced, traveled the world — I’ve lived. I’ve dated someone who had never dated a plus-size woman before.


With confidence, you can do anything and go anywhere.




Confidence has no size.





I’ve been a size 26 and I’ve been a size 16 and through the sizes I learned how to love myself and take beautiful pictures even at my heaviest.


Today, I still have a role in the plus-size community sharing my story and the stories of others. I write for a plus-size magazine and our motto is: “thrive in your curves.”


I tell women at events that you have to learn to love yourself at size 22, because the feelings inside do not just change once you’re a size 2.


Confidence has no size.


~Tamara Paylor
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Big Feet in a Small Town


You have brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself any direction you choose.


~Dr. Seuss


Mr. Winter’s voice boomed across the store as I hurried to put my shoes back on. “We don’t carry those in size 10. In fact, we don’t carry any size 10 shoes for young ladies.”


My head sunk lower as a warm flush crawled across my face. My fun trip to the store with my girlfriends to try on new saddle shoes was no longer fun.


Later, when I complained to my parents about the size of my feet, they told me that my feet were doing their job, supporting my body.


“Besides, a nice tall girl like you would look ridiculous with tiny little feet,” my father added.


The good thing about growing up in a small town is that you get a lot of feedback. The bad thing about growing up in a small town is that you get a lot of feedback. Neighbors, friends, church folks, even grocery clerks knew my family, and knew that I was the second child, taller and broader than my older sister, and had big feet. What I thought were personal details were topics open for discussion.


On one annual trip to the doctor in the seventh grade, I was measured at 5’8”. I overheard Dr. Ostler speak in low tones to my mother in the hall.


“They make a pill to inhibit growth.”


I bristled. Hadn’t I learned in school that girls were usually taller than boys at my age? This was okay with me as long as they would catch up in the future when I might care, maybe someday far in the future.


Mom and I stepped out of the medical office into the hot and humid sunshine.


“What’s up?” I asked.


“The doctor says we need to keep an eye on your height and that we can give you a stop-growing pill, if we want to.”




Our church taught me that my “body was a temple,” which meant I was required not only to take care of it, but also to appreciate it.





“Oh,” I frowned. “Can we go get ice cream?”


She nodded and we both shrugged it off, heading to the drugstore across the street for my hand-scooped treat. The subject never came up again.


People described me as “a big-boned girl.” My stature came in handy for winning hundreds of “king of the raft” games and rowing my boat down the canal and across Little Lake Jackson. Roughhousing on the sand piles in our yard, I won many “king of the mountain” games, which were loads of fun. And I could see perfectly at the Fourth of July, Veterans Day, and Christmas parades downtown while my friends had to peek around the people standing in front of them.


If I ever compared myself to others, my parents were quick to repeat all the clichés ever known. I grew up with “beauty is as beauty does” and “beauty is only skin deep.” Our church taught me that my “body was a temple,” which meant I was required not only to take care of it, but also to appreciate it.


At our swim meets, I was the long-distance swimmer for the team. At the end of the season, when my name was called for being the “Most Improved,” my heart sank in disappointment — until I heard my family cheering as if it were an Olympic medal. That trophy turned into one of my prized possessions.


My Granny Gert lived next door and sewed most of my clothes. I was happy to have handmade clothes that fit, unlike those from the shops downtown, which had to be altered. I felt lucky to be able to select my own colors and fabrics.


Dad grumbled that I wasted electricity when I held the refrigerator door open searching for after-school snacks. It occurred to me years later that what he was really grumbling about was my chubby, pre-adolescent hands reaching in for more calorie-laden treats, but he didn’t know how to address it.


Mom probably worried every year when I watched the Miss America pageant and disappeared into the bathroom afterward to look myself over in the mirror. She made a point to stop whatever she was doing to talk during the commercials. She called the show “entertainment” and held a low opinion of contests designed to judge a person primarily on her outer beauty.


Driving home from town one sunny day, Mom pointed to an elderly woman trudging down the sidewalk. Her back was bent forward, almost parallel to the ground, and I thought she looked grotesque. Mom stopped the car right in the middle of the road and looked straight at me.


“I want you to understand that if you don’t stand up straight, you’ll look like that someday,” she said, which scared me.


So I always stood up straight, but I also always stood out. I thank my physical stature for making me aware of the differences between what people said and their hidden inner thoughts. Someone might ask, “Oh, you’re in what grade now? How nice!” while they’re thinking, “My gosh, she must be the tallest girl in her entire class.” My intuition and people skills flourished as I grew.


Back when I was, in fact, the tallest girl in my sixth grade class and covered with miserable welts and scabs from mosquito bites, a “friend,” Shelby, cornered me on the playground underneath the shade trees. She told me every single thing she didn’t like about my appearance, starting with my skin’s response to insect bites. In shock, I stood there and listened to her angry observations about me and my body — I was too tall, my shoulders too wide, my wrists and ankles too thick, and on and on. I am not sure how I responded but I will always remember feeling alone, horrified, and defenseless.


After school I told my mother what happened. She sat me down and told me that people were going to be jealous of who I was and what I could do because they felt bad about themselves. She said their opinions were more about who they were than about me, and she repeated a quote to me, which I wrote down. It’s from “Desiderata” by Max Ehrmann: “If you compare yourself to others, you may become vain and bitter; for always there will be greater and lesser persons than yourself.”


I began adding meaningful quotes to my journal and practiced my skills of empathic listening, unconditional understanding and acceptance of others. Later, I graduated with college degrees in psychology and counseling for a lifetime career of helping dysfunctional students and families.


Ironically, in my sixties now, my feet have grown into a size 11. I’ve been told they will grow even longer as the years go by. But my life has also grown and is filled with love, family, and friends.


And I believe life will grow even fuller as the years go by.


~Wendy Keppley
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Journey Out of Hiding


Never be bullied into silence. Never allow yourself to be made a victim. Accept no one’s definition of your life, but define yourself.


~Harvey Fierstein


I was fourteen when I went into hiding. I had been wearing black dress shorts and lace-up black boots, a look I’d seen in a magazine. I thought I looked good, until a friend told me what a boy had said. “He thought you looked nice, except your legs.”


That did it. I’d always been insecure about my legs and now I knew it was true. I really did have fat legs — they were too wide, too short and too rounded, just as I feared.


For years after that I only wore loose-fitting pants or long dresses, even in summer, even at the beach. I even swam in jeans.


I tried dieting, cut out soda, and even became a vegetarian in an effort to slim down my legs. Nothing worked. These were the legs I was given.


After college, I decided to try running. I lived with my parents in the country, which was perfect for me — no one would see me. My first run was awful. I was slow and breathless in less than a mile, and I felt like an out-of-shape failure. I wanted to give up, but a friend told me that anything could become a habit after three months. I decided to work out consistently for at least three months. And although the gym intimidated me, I signed up at one so that bad weather wouldn’t stop me.


The first day at the gym, I was worried I’d look foolish trying to figure out the machines and worse yet, trying to run. But no one seemed to be paying attention to me. The more I went, the more I realized that other newcomers were there too, starting their own exercise programs and unsure how to use the equipment. I began to feel comfortable at the gym.


I started going three to four days a week, always on the treadmill, mostly walking with just a little running. Gradually, I added more until I was running more than walking. Eventually, I was running for about forty minutes. I went from hating running to loving it, craving it even. I ran five or six days a week and started increasing my distances. The three-month plan had worked for me and my legs were getting stronger.




I only wore loose-fitting pants or long dresses, even in summer, even at the beach. I even swam in jeans.





One day, an instructor running next to me on the treadmill suggested I try her class. A class? My mind raced with excuses: I imagined perfectly toned people looking at me and wondering what I was doing there. I wouldn’t know the exercises and I’d look silly. But she was so encouraging that I told her I’d go, telling myself I’d stay in the back of the class so no one could see me.


After trying it however, I felt energized. Within weeks, I was at the front of the class and the instructor was asking me to demonstrate moves. Months later, my instructor friend suggested I apply for an instructor position at the gym.


“Me, teaching? In front of people?”


There was no hiding the shape of my legs in front of a class. But now, having been at the gym for some time, I’d seen all types of bodies and realized that all shapes and sizes were beautiful.


I applied and got the job! I went from hiding my legs to showing them off in tight Spandex in front of a whole class!


Now, I am thankful for my strong legs that power me up hills on my runs, enable me to do squats, and help me hold a pose longer. I wear shorts, capris, yoga pants, skinny jeans, and even a bikini!


I still teach fitness, and I love when beginners come to my classes. I look forward to helping them find reasons to continue — like having more energy, increasing strength and balance, and improving their mood.


I hope they realize that the bodies they have are beautiful, one of a kind. And they should never feel like they have to hide.


~Rebecca Eicksteadt
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This, But Also More Than This


Is fat really the worst thing a human being can be? Is fat worse than vindictive, jealous, shallow, vain, boring, evil, or cruel? Not to me.


~J.K. Rowling


When I was seventeen years old, some guys from my high school mooed at me. I was walking along the side of the road and they hung out the windows of their car as they drove by me and mooed. I was about 25 pounds overweight, and yes, high school guys can be judgmental, arrogant idiots. But being compared to livestock solidified everything I believed about my teenage self at that time — that my looks and my weight were what mattered most to people.


It didn’t help that on that particular spring day I was out walking as part of a new resolution to lose weight. I’d gained some after my parents told me we were moving to California the previous summer. During the months before the move, we packed up our house and relocated to a small apartment and I’d quit swimming competitively to spend more time with my friends before we left. I was sad, angry and scared about moving, and part of that manifested itself as weight gain. But once I was in California I had plenty of time to “work on myself.” Walking, swimming, and eventually running were part of this new regime. Until those guys mooed at me.


I have been fighting back against that moment of bovine shame ever since.


Why does it matter how much I weigh or what I look like? Sometimes I think trying to lose weight is just a way of giving in to the superficial insanity that keeps women focused on the number on the scale instead of the number of ways they can change the world.


But for some reason, I couldn’t forget that moo. There I was, happy that I was following through on my new fitness resolution and instead I was subjected to that awful moment of shame. I went from feeling optimistic to figuring out the fastest, least public way to get back to my house to hide. It’s taken nearly three decades to understand that while I was (and still am) overweight, I was also a successful student, a hard-working swimmer, a good singer, a caring friend, an enthusiastic dancer, an avid reader, and a bunch of other things that “moo” tried to obliterate.




When I decided to write a novel a couple of years ago, I knew that my heroine, Maggie, would be overweight.





When I decided to write a novel a couple of years ago, I knew that my heroine, Maggie, would be overweight. I also knew I wasn’t going to write a story about her weight or her losing weight. I wanted to tell a story about a young woman who is heavy, but realizes that’s not all she is. That was the story I needed to hear when I was seventeen years old.


Last year that book was published. The thought of people reading about Maggie, who in many ways is the teenage girl I wish I’d been, made me feel vulnerable and elated and ashamed and anxious, just like I did when I was seventeen.


But because of Maggie, I came to understand that I didn’t need to write her story to exorcise the demons of getting mooed at; I needed to write her story to figure out what getting mooed at had come to mean to me. And I did.


This is the power of telling our stories, of making ourselves vulnerable in them and to them. Writing about Maggie helped me see that my body is a part of the package, not the whole thing. It helped me see I have talents and abilities and even flaws that have nothing to do with the number on the scale. And it helped me see that a woman with curves and substance can be the heroine of her own story. It might have taken me thirty years to figure this out, but it’s been well worth the wait.


~Kris Dinnison
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Dancing Away My Insecurities


The dance is over, the applause subsided, but the joy and feeling will stay with you forever.


~W.M. Tory


All eyes were on me as the conversation from the other moms quieted down. Someone had just asked, “Are you going to join us?”


“Yeah, you should dance with us,” another encouraged. I was waiting for my daughter’s dance class to finish while the other moms got ready for their adult dance class.


“Nah,” I shook my head and smiled politely. “I don’t think so.”


But the truth was — I wanted to. I’d watched these moms from the sidelines through the years, dancing and laughing together and getting exercise, and it looked like fun. The thing is, I didn’t have a dancer’s body. I didn’t even know if I could dance.


“Why don’t you try?” my husband said to me one night, as I stared at my body in the mirror. I think he was reading my mind. “You’ll never know if you don’t try,” he said.


So I signed up for ballet, for the first time in my life.


At my first class, I wondered if I could even get myself off the ground. I was the biggest woman in the room. And to make matters worse, the walls were covered in mirrors. Seeing myself in those mirrors reinforced how ridiculous and horrible I looked. What did the others think of me?


The instructor started us with stretches and then moved on to basic ballet positions: first, second, third. My feet followed. So far, so good. Then came some simple steps and soon my feet were moving with the music. Maybe not exactly how they should have been moving, but they were moving.


“Great job tonight, everyone,” the instructor said as she clapped her hands. “See you all next week.”


I had officially survived that first night, and no one had made comments about my size. So I kept going each week. The instructor moved on to harder steps. Ballet wasn’t easy; my muscles were sore and my legs didn’t know what they were doing. I still didn’t know if it was for me, but I persevered.




“I did it! I may not be the most graceful dancer, but I’ve learned ballet!”





After a while, I forgot about the mirrors. The steps continued to get more difficult, but I practiced at home with my daughters and we had fun together.


One night at class we were twirling, stepping this way and that, and my legs were getting a great workout. I was keeping up and my feet were doing what they were supposed to do. Later, I realized something surprising. My legs weren’t sore anymore.


I saw a difference in the way I carried myself, too. I was stronger. And my muscles weren’t the only part of me that had been strengthened. “I don’t care how ridiculous others think I look dancing,” I told my husband with my new confidence. “I did it! I may not be the most graceful dancer, but I’ve learned ballet!”


Not long after that, I was shoe shopping and found a pair of tap shoes for three dollars. I hadn’t signed up for tap because I didn’t think my body could bounce in that way, but when I saw the shoes in my size, I grabbed them from the shelf.


At my next ballet class, I walked in with tap shoes. “Guess what?” I said to the instructor, “next year I’m taking tap, too!”


She looked at me. “Nope. You’re doing tap this year.”


My jaw dropped.


“The recital is in four weeks,” she said. “You’re a quick learner. You’ve got this.”


And I did. On recital night, I took the stage, threw myself into the air, and danced!


~Jennifer Sommerfelt
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Shape Shifting


Successful people have fear, successful people have doubts, and successful people have worries. They just don’t let these feelings stop them.


~T. Harv Eker


It was the morning of my first big photo shoot as a plus-size model and I was excited — and hungry! On the way to the location, I picked up a big box of chocolate and cinnamon rugelach from my favorite bakery for everyone to nosh on as we worked, then wondered if they would all say, “Of course the plus-size model would bring in something fattening to eat!”


I wouldn’t care if they did. I was in such a great mood that nothing could bring me down.


My recent career after studying on a full rowing scholarship at Syracuse University was as a local reporter for NBC in Arizona. Then, at age twenty-six, I transplanted to New York to embark on a new career as a plus-size fashion model with Ford Models. I loved my new vocation because I enjoyed exploring what we considered “beautiful” in our culture and other cultures, and why. As a plus-size model, I would be challenging and expanding society’s definition of “beauty.”


I arrived early at the West Side loft rented for the shoot to find a crew of ten people already prepping — make-up artists, hair stylists, two wardrobe stylists, and various assistants. The only ones who hadn’t arrived yet were the photographer and his assistants.


The room was abuzz with activity. We were photographing an ad for blue jeans that day. It would be one of the first full-figured ads to be published in major magazines and on billboards. It was a big deal, and I was the model the client chose!


I was about to earn more money in one day than I usually made in a month. But it wasn’t about the money. I could feel something great was going to happen. We were on the verge of a new way of looking at women, we were nurturing a change in attitude about body shapes, and this shoot would symbolize it.


Enter the photographer, who has worked with the biggest publishers and fashion magazines in the world: Vogue, Elle, Harper’s Magazine, Marie Claire, and Cosmopolitan. I was beyond thrilled that I was going to be in front of his lens that day. Except, he wasn’t quite what any of us expected. He showed up to the loft looking dirty and disheveled, and seemingly drunk (or hungover?) from the night before.
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