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At home after a day of shooting For Colored Girls.
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Breaking Free


In 1977, at age ten, I was cast on the TV sitcom Good Times. My character was Penny, an abused child in desperate need of love. I really didn’t want to do the show. I didn’t want to be away from my family. And being on television only added to my negative feelings about my body.


Before production began, I was told two things: I was fat and needed to slim down, and because I was beginning to develop, I needed to bind my breasts. In both cases the message was devastating—my body was wrong. The message was also clear—to be successful, I had to change the way I looked.


I didn’t even know what it meant to “bind my breasts.” At first I was frightened. Were they talking about some kind of operation? For a girl so young, this was confusing. Naturally, I kept the confusion to myself.


“It means we need to tie down your breasts so you appear flat-chested,” the wardrobe woman explained.


So, each day of shooting, I went through the ordeal of having wide strips of gauze tied across my chest to hide the natural shape of my breasts. It was uncomfortable and humiliating.


I never discussed this with anyone. Never said a word to my parents, sisters, or brothers. I kept it all hidden inside. I didn’t know what to do with my feelings of fear and embarrassment. So I hid them. I was ashamed of them. After all, I was an actress, and my job was to please others—writers, directors, and producers—and to entertain the audience. There was no room for personal confusion.


Had there been a book that addressed issues like body image, I would have read it immediately. Had there been a book that told me I wasn’t alone—that millions of men, women, and children are confused about self-image—I would have been grateful. That kind of book could have made a difference in my life.


I want this book to make a difference.


It’s important that I present myself just as I am. So I must tell you right away that I’m no expert. I have no psychic powers and I sure don’t possess any secret wisdom. I’m just Janet. I have strengths, weaknesses, fears, happiness, sadness. I experience joy and I experience pain. I’m highly emotional. I’m very vulnerable. And, as anyone who knows me well will testify, I’m extremely sensitive. I have lifelong patterns of behavior that have caused me difficulty—patterns tough to break. Like everyone, I have talents, but with those talents have come challenges.


This book is about meeting the challenges that face all of us.


For more than three decades, I’ve struggled with yo-yo dieting. Some of my battles with weight have been very public. But most of them have been internal. Even at my thinnest, when my body was being praised, I wasn’t happy with what I saw in the mirror or how I felt about myself.


I’ve never talked about the origins of my up-and-down struggles until now, but they started at a very young age. I’ve also never discussed the crazy rumors that have swirled around me—that, for example, I’ve had ribs removed and other extreme plastic surgery. It makes me angry to read those lies, but I’ve never bothered to reply.


I’ve never gone into the hard work involved in getting myself—mind and spirit, heart and soul—into shape. I’ve waited for the right time, and have decided that that time is now.


It has taken me most of my adult life to come to terms with who I am. To do that, I had to break free of attitudes that brought me down. I had to set and meet realistic goals. I had to eat better, exercise better, look better, feel better, be better.


But how?


When self-esteem seems like nothing more than a concept you hear about on talk shows, how do you make it real? How do you start feeling good about yourself when feeling bad has been a lifelong pattern? How do you go from feeling unworthy—a condition I know as well as anyone—to feeling useful? How do you make the transition from being unrelentingly self-critical to generously self-accepting?


I want to share with you stories from my own struggles. But I also want to share stories I’ve been privileged to hear—from fans and friends who have dealt with the same issues. I believe these stories will help you.


I’m an optimist. I know we can change. Problems, even the most severe ones, can be solved. We can be happy with who we are. Whether we’re a size two or twenty, whether we’re tall, short, narrow, or wide, we can learn to love those things about ourselves that are truly beautiful—the things that come from within and matter the most.


At the deepest level, we’re all related, and we all can relate. We need to relate to survive the emotional storms that come our way. I hope this book can, in whatever small way, help you weather those storms.


I’ve been writing this book in some form for most of my adult life. The journey to arrive at a place of knowing and loving myself has been long and hard.


I’m not surprised when I’m asked, “How can you—of all people—have self-esteem issues?” But please believe me: my struggles are real.


I’m grateful for success. Success is wonderful. The truth, though, is that being in the spotlight can complicate personal problems even more. You never have a chance to deal with yourself privately and work through issues on your own. Everything is on display for the world to see. My pattern has been depressingly clear: fear and uncertainty lead to feeling bad about myself. Bad feelings lead to depression, and depression leads to overeating. Food is my escape and my comfort. It started that way at a young age and has remained a constant. When I fall into a funk, I turn to food. At some point I learned to control my eating, especially when I had something to do—for example, a record, concert, or TV appearance. I had the ability to work out, stay on a strict regimen, and make it happen. I stayed disciplined.


In 2006, when I gained weight for a film and blew up to 180 pounds, pictures of me appeared in the tabloids. Only my closest friends knew that I was still running in the sand every day from three to five miles. I was big. I was muscular. I was strong. I wasn’t eating pizza. I was exercising. I was heavier than I wanted to be, but I was not weak. Losing that additional ten or fifteen pounds, though, seemed impossible, in spite of my workouts.


So my heart goes out to people who say they work out but still can’t lose weight—or who eat very little and yet can’t slim down. I know the frustration. I know the sadness.


I also know that sexism enters into the picture: mass and muscle is considered sexy on men. But women are judged by harsher standards; they are often unrealistic and unfair.


When I was diligently trying to lose this excessive weight through exercise, few understood what was happening. Even the editor of this book was stunned to learn that during this period I was vigorously working out.


Because the production company changed the dates, my other commitments forced me to cancel the film. I was deeply disappointed. I was really ready for this role. In one scene my character had to go in the water wearing just her underwear. I was willing to do that. I wanted people to see that I put craft as an actor above glamour and image.


I spent so much time psychologically preparing for this role that when it fell through I looked up and didn’t recognize myself. I wasn’t just plump; I was fat. My stomach got in the way of tying my shoes. My feet and joints ached when I stepped out of bed in the morning. Because none of my clothes fit, I lived in sweats. I stayed in sweats because I refused to buy more clothes; this was not the size I planned on staying at.


I knew it was bad when one day I jumped up onto my kitchen counter to sit, as I would often do, and felt excruciating pain in my side. That simple, ordinary movement was beyond my ability.


I realized that this would be my greatest weight challenge. I had to drop weight, but how?


Discipline.


But discipline wasn’t enough. I said to myself, “You can do this. You’ve done things that are harder than this.”


I started running even more. And what normally worked for me—extreme working out and extreme dieting—just wasn’t cutting it.


That was when I decided to get help. I admitted that I couldn’t do it alone.


I eventually lost the weight. And in the process, I learned many things about myself. I learned that the weight gain and the inability to lose it didn’t involve just a role in a movie. It wasn’t just a one-time event—because honestly, I had been having this battle my entire life.


The journey to self-understanding surpassed my desire to be a certain size or a certain weight.


As I went through this tremendous weight-loss challenge, I thought to myself, Others have had this same struggle. I need to share mine. That has led me to this book.


My goal is to make it easier for anyone—girl, woman, boy, or man—dealing with the things I dealt with.


In 2008, I lost the sixty pounds but gained something far more valuable: a love and appreciation for myself that I will never lose.


My hope and prayer is that my story, and others’ as well, will help you turn your story in a positive and loving direction.
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During the All for You tour in Hawaii with my sisters.
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“As Pretty as…”


Where do our feelings of being less-than come from? Why does emotional insecurity seem to follow us from the very start of our lives?


If we’re going to figure that out, it might be helpful to go back to the beginning. The oldest stories are sometimes the most telling.


My earliest memories are of growing up in an enormous English Tudor home in suburban Encino, California, just outside Los Angeles. I was born in Gary, Indiana, but I have only one distinct memory from there: the marriage of my sister Rebbie. I recall much love and warmth from that day. It is after my brothers become famous and we move to California, though, that my memories really kick in.


I was a different kind of kid. The sadness of a gloomy rainy day made me happy. The sound and smell of rain relaxed me. I loved the ping-ping-ping of raindrops against my window. I’d ask Mother if she could take me in her car for a ride in the rain. Later in life, when I had my license, I’d spend hours driving through rainstorms.


I liked the mood of a gray sky. I liked leaning against the window and gazing at the wet world outside. I liked the connection to water. When it came time to choosing bedrooms, I chose the one in the north wing. It faced one of my favorite features of the house, an elaborate fountain that sat at the entrance of the long cobblestone driveway. I loved listening to the water cascading out of the fountain. Falling water eased my mind.


One day when I was six, I awoke early and saw that the rain, which had begun the night before, was still coming down. It was a gentle rain, a rare Southern California summer storm. I ran outside just to feel it on my face. I didn’t mind getting my hair wet in the rain. I liked it. As a little girl, I wore my hair in braids. I only started combing it when I began to perform. Getting my hair soaked in a downpour felt like freedom.


Back inside, I dried off and went to the family library. The books that lined the walls gave the room a stillness that I loved. I also loved the warmth of the room—the heat was turned up high. Heat keeps me calm.


At the end of the library was a huge picture window with a sill large enough to accommodate me. I could stretch out and read on my stomach, or my back, or sit up with my legs crossed. Sometimes I would fall asleep there. Other times I would just stare out at the pouring rain.


On this particular afternoon, I happened to notice a framed picture of my sister Rebbie, taken when she had graduated from high school. Without a doubt, she was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. At that moment, this thought came to me: When I grow up, will I ever be as pretty as Rebbie? That’s what I was hoping for. I know that I genuinely admired my sister’s beauty, but looking back I can also see that by comparing myself to her, I felt inadequate.


It would have been wonderful to have someone say to me, “Don’t compare yourself to anyone else. Comparisons are almost always harmful. Comparisons mean there’s a winner and loser—and you’re the one who winds up feeling like a loser.”


This book is about finding the true you and knowing you’re beautiful as you are. Forget the ugly messages of comparison. I remember those comparisons when I was the only black child in an all-white school. Some of the kids did things that weren’t intended to be mean, but they were funky and made me feel less-than. I remember them wanting to touch my hair because it wasn’t straight—it was different.
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Just the other day, I thought about comparisons when a friend told me this story:


A mother walked into the bedroom of her five-year-old daughter. The little girl, scissors in hand, was busy snipping all the curls off her very curly hair.


“Baby!” cried the mother. “What are you doing?”


“Getting pretty,” said the little girl. “All the pretty girls in my school have straight hair.”


“You are pretty,” said the mother. “Curls are pretty.”


“But straight hair is prettier. With straight hair, I’ll be more popular and everyone will love me.”


The story broke my heart.


And yet we all have similar stories.


As a little kid, I almost immediately started judging myself against others. That convinced me that something was missing. I felt that I was the wrong size and the wrong shape.


When we are kids, so many of us feel that things are wrong—not wrong with the world, but wrong with us.


We’re not smart. We’re not valuable. We’re not worthy of being loved.


We’re also unable to stop idealizing others and minimizing ourselves.


He’s taller.


She’s thinner.


He’s cooler.


She’s prettier.


How do we break free of that way of thinking? What do we do when those voices—powerful and persistent negative voices—have us believing in everything but ourselves?


The truth of the matter is this:


The true you is curly hair.


The true you is straight hair.


The true you is kinky hair, blond hair, black hair, and every shade in between.


Everyone is different, and beautifully unique.


If we value our uniqueness, we value everything about us. We don’t need to look for a model of perfect beauty when we realize that our own beauty can’t be duplicated.


At age six, though, I didn’t have the slightest clue about my uniqueness. All I knew was that my sister was the most beautiful woman in the world—and I’d never come close to her beauty. By age six, I was already feeling bad about myself.
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I’ve always loved horses, even though I’m somewhat allergic to them. If they’re not absolutely clean, I break out in hives. That doesn’t stop me from riding and loving them anyway. In Arizona, soul searching. Knowing I was looking for something and not understanding what it was. This was a period of healing and a beginning step, asking questions about myself that have brought me to where I am today.
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Hold Back the Tears


I deeply believe the words that Marvin Gaye wrote: we’re all sensitive people.


My own sensitivity became evident to me when, early in my life, my brothers started teasing me. There was nothing unusual about that, of course. Most brothers tease their sisters—and vice versa. When we remember the taunting words as adults, though, the teasing sounds malicious. But it’s simply part of childhood. It’s how sisters and brothers relate to each other.


My brother Mike teased me the most. I adored Mike, and I know he adored me. We were extremely close. Whether it was because I was the baby of the family, or because we were kindred souls, Mike and I understood each other on a deep and loving level. He had a beautiful heart. From the very beginning of my life, I was inspired by his talent. That continues to this day.


But even with our strong connection, there was a great deal of teasing on Michael’s part. He had all sorts of names for me. For example, he called me “Dunk.” I think that came from “donkey.” I actually cherish the name today because it was his gift to me. A lot of his pet names had to do with my backside. I don’t cherish those names as much. But teasing was part of Mike’s humor. He meant no harm.


He often told me that I needed to be thinner. He had a vision of how I should look. When we went to the roller rink, he pointed out a girl who, in his view, had an ideal figure. To protect her privacy, I’ll call her Andy. Andy was white and svelte. She had a petite backside. As I got to know her, I learned she rode horses, and soon horseback riding became a passion of mine. In my eyes, Andy was perfect. She proudly displayed the ribbons she had won in equestrian competitions. She was well-dressed and well-mannered. I guess part of me wanted to be Andy.


When my brothers went riding, I held my breath until they invited me. I didn’t have the nerve to invite myself. When I wasn’t asked to come along, I was crushed. When I was asked, I was elated. Every time I rode, I broke out in hives, but didn’t care. I loved the sport. And even though I looked up to the ladylike Andy, I was a natural tomboy. I liked climbing trees with my brothers. I liked wearing T-shirts and jeans. I fantasized about driving trucks and jeeps.


Girls and women have a special relationship to jeans. At least I always have. When I reached age eight, I started wearing Dittos, as many of the other girls were doing. It was hard finding pants that fit me well. I was small in the waist but round in the rear. Dittos’ Saddlebacks accentuated my behind. I owned a pair of Saddlebacks but was too self-conscious to wear them in public. I probably looked fine in Saddlebacks; I might have even looked cute. But I had internalized my brother’s teasing. I was convinced that my body shape was terribly wrong.


Later in life, even after I thought I had gotten over my complex about having a big butt, I remember checking into a hotel and using the name “Andy” to ensure my privacy. Then it hit me: why of all names should I have chosen “Andy”? At that moment I realized that I still had not let go of the Andy I knew; I still saw her as some fantasy, the perfect woman with the perfect body.


The things that get us early in life and stay with us!


Being teased. Being sensitive. Comparing ourselves to others.


All of those things can come together in powerful ways, as in a story a friend recently told me.


As a little boy, my friend had a severe stutter. He hated going to school. When the teacher called on him for an answer, he couldn’t get out a word. The teacher presumed he didn’t know the answer. The other kids teased him unmercifully, comparing him to Porky Pig. He was taken out of an advanced class and put into a slow class. That only made him stutter more. His frustrations mounted. The greater his frustration, the worse his stutter, and the more the other kids laughed.


He told his mother that he didn’t want to go to school. She asked why, but he wouldn’t say. He kept his feelings inside. Inside he felt that, compared to the other kids with their fluent speech, he was nobody.


His mom insisted that he return to school, but things there got even worse. His teachers grew more impatient, his fellow students crueler. One night he finally told his mother what was wrong. His stutter was a source of tremendous shame.


“All the teasing makes me want to die,” he said. “Don’t make me go back to school,” he begged.


“You have to go to school,” she insisted.


He broke down crying, and the next morning, when he refused to go to school, his father took him there by force, dragging him into the classroom. The other kids pointed at him and laughed. My friend remembers this as the most humiliating moment of his life.


As an adult, though, my friend recognizes this as a moment when his parents were expressing love. They knew that sooner or later he’d have to face school. He’d have to face the world. They couldn’t protect him from that, and love required that they take action. They also sent him to a speech therapist. That, too, was part of their love.


Today my friend can still feel the pain of that humiliation, but it’s the love that saw him through. He made it through the challenge of those early years. He still stutters, but the stutter doesn’t stop him from speaking, even in public situations.


“My stutter is part of me,” he says. “I’m not interested in hiding it or even losing it. As long as it doesn’t control me, I’m fine. As long as it doesn’t keep me from doing what I want to do and saying what I want to say, I’m a happy stutterer.”


When I ask my friend what practical solution he found most helpful, he explains it this way: “Put the problem—whatever it is—out there. Be open about it. Discuss it. Keep a journal. Record your thoughts and fears. Tell a friend. Tell your parents, and if they’re not sympathetic, tell an aunt or an uncle, a grandma or grandpa. Don’t try and hide. Fear thrives in isolation. Once exposed to the light of day, its power fades. The best advice I got about stuttering applies to many problems associated with shame. I was told to intentionally stutter in new situations, even when I didn’t have to. The speech therapist said, ‘When you try to pretend you’re not a stutterer and struggle to be fluent, you get even more nervous. So in any new situation, stutter on your first words. From the get-go, let people know that you’re a stutterer. You have nothing to hide, nothing to be ashamed of. If people laugh, that’s their problem. Just be who you are.’”


The true you.
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