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For Mom and Papa.


I know I don’t say this enough: this is all your fault.
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“It’s a decision a girl’s gotta make early in life, if she’s gonna be a nice girl or a cunt.”


—Tony Manero, Saturday Night Fever (1977)


“I’m gonna be real with you, 90 percent of the time when there’s a quote at the beginning of the book, it’s v[ery] esoteric and it makes no fucking sense and doesn’t seem to relate to the book at all—and even if it did, I haven’t read the book yet so what the shit do I know.”


—Sophia Benoit, Twitter (2020)













Introduction


When I was about six or seven years old, my dad gifted me The Phantom Tollbooth. This was thrilling because (a) gifts from dads are always thrilling and (b) it was a book. I was a huge readerI and I felt very ready to dive into this Important and Grown-Up chapter book. I began reading almost immediately. At least, I tried to. There was one huge problem: The Phantom Tollbooth was boring as shiiiiit. Every few months I would open the book up again and try and try to get into it. My older sister, Lena, had already read it and loved it. My dad had recommended it. I couldn’t understand what I was missing. I felt stupid and embarrassed for not liking the book, for not getting the book. The back cover said it was about a bored white boy on a journey, which is what approximately 82 percent of kids’ books were about until the ’90s, but despite reading and rereading the synopsis, I couldn’t figure out what the hell was happening in the story.


I put the book aside and went back to The Baby-Sitters Club, but it remained my white whale. I held out hope that someday I would be like Lena and Papa and I would understand The Phantom Tollbooth. A year or two went by.II I finally decided to try again. I cracked open the book, flipped past the dedication, and landed on a page titled “Introduction,” and I started to read it again, except this time I realized something. Something important. I realized what the hell an introduction is. I had been under the assumption that the introduction was part of the story. I had never before read a book that had to introduce itself. I had been trying and trying to get into this book, thinking that this was chapter one; meanwhile, I was reading a bone-dry introduction from the author about his time in the military and how he’d asked some other guy, Jules Feiffer, to do the illustrations for the book. I just didn’t realize that an introduction was a whole separate thing. I know!!! Dumb bitch alert!!! Once I skipped ahead and got to the actual story, I loved The Phantom Tollbooth.


From that point on, I had quite the vendetta against introductions. For many, many years I simply leapfrogged right over them, assuming, often rightfully, that I wouldn’t need the information therewithin. Then I grew up some more and figured reading the intro was the right thing to do, so I forced myself to. Some of them are still bone-dry. Sometimes authors use the intro to just lay out everything you’re going to learn in the book and then what’s the point of even reading the book? The best introduction in my mind would be one that shares a juicy piece of gossip or drama, although authors don’t usually do that. On the whole, I think we could live without intros.


Well, guess what? I’m finally publishing my own book and I’m going to do what I want. No one can stop me!III I’m a rascal! And also my editor explicitly told me: “You have to have an introduction.” So now I just have to transition from this meta diatribe against introductions into the real introduction, where I outline the Big Themes, reminisce about my military career, and tell a raucous tale of how Jules Feiffer declined to do illustrations for this book.


Perhaps because of my historically anti-intro stance, I was a bit lost on how to actually introduce my own book, so I made a semi-frantic call to my aforementioned editor and said, “Okay, so… be honest… what the fuck am I supposed to write?” (Note: it is not the job of the editor to tell you what to write.) And she was very kindly like, “The introduction should serve as a meditation on who you are and why you wrote this book.” So let’s do that. I think I was supposed to be more subtle than this—in fact, my editor explicitly was like, “Don’t come right out and say it”—but if this part is in the book you’re holding, I can assume that my editor felt she’d allow this to pass, that there were bigger fish to fry. Someone had to talk me out of titling the book The Da Vinci Code 2: Guess What, You Can Name Your Book Anything, so you can imagine there was a lot of work to be done behind the scenes.


About five years ago, when I first set out to write this book, most of the funny nonfiction books I’d read by women—of which I have read many—were chockablock full of women being a mess. They were stories of disastrous one-night stands, raucous parties with minor celebrities, “charming” (insanely privileged) tales of twentysomething white women getting fired from shitty jobs and moving back home for a month before getting offered a salaried gig with health insurance in the big city. Everyone, I felt, had a story about a bad breakup, mountains of cocaine, a sketchy hostel on a European vacation, the alienation of people you love, and the morning-after pill; sometimes that was all one story. To me, this was the template. Take your craziest, funniest stories, the stories that painted you in a kind-of-bad-but-not-too-bad light, put ’em in a bag, shake ’em up, and you’ve got a memoir. You’re a person to whom things have happened.


I don’t have those stories.


A couple of years ago, at my friend Tam’s house, her cool artist-musician friends were planning that they were going to do cocaine at Tam’s bachelorette party the next week, where we were all going to get together and go to a Chippendales show.IV Someone took an informal poll of who was going to do coke, and they asked me if I was going to join and I said no because I’m a little baby and I had never seen cocaine in real life before let alone done it, and they kept encouraging me to try coke for the first time next week before we went to the show and I got so overwhelmed that I cried.


I cried when offered cocaine a week in advance.


And somehow I spent years trying to write a book about all the funny, crazy, wild things that happened to me. The truth is, those things didn’t happen, because the reality is: I am a careful person. I weigh risks, and when in doubt, I err on the side of staying home and watching To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before for the thirty-eighth time. Once I finally admitted to myself that I’m not exactly a Wild Fun Person and therefore cannot write a book about being a Wild Fun Person, a lot of things opened up. I realized the very obvious concept: You Should Write the Truth, Sophia, Not What You Want the Truth to Be. I realized I had all of these actual stories and viewpoints and philosophies inside that I had been thinking (complaining) about for years and years. Most of what they amounted to is this: no matter how good you are, no matter how well you behave, no matter how few risks you take, you will get hurt. You’ll feel left out. You’ll be lonely. You’ll wish you had more friends as an adult. You’ll get acne on your chin. You’ll feel like your boss hates you. You’ll get a bunch of parking tickets. You’ll never get it right.


You can’t beat the system just by behaving, and society sure has a whole lot of ideas about how you should behave if you happen to be a woman—and even stronger and more restrictive prescriptions if you’re also part of any other marginalized community. No matter how closely you follow the guidelines, how stringently you appeal to the straight cis male gaze, you will not win. Look at Anne Hathaway, for example: she has it all.V She’s done everything right. She’s rich, has perfect teeth, can walk in heels, has won an Oscar, has been in a Nancy Meyers film, is friends with Emily Blunt, is the Queen of Genovia and Catwoman, and looks great with short hair. (My only knock on her is that she named one of her sons Jonathan and then the next son Jack, which is a nickname for Jonathan.) After she won an Academy Award a lot of people just started hating her for all kinds of strange reasons: for being too into acting, for trying too hard, for seeming insincere in her humility. Some people simply hated her for no discernible reason at all. Some people still hate her! And if Anne Hathaway is an object of this much baseless criticism, then you know the rest of us are.


I felt pressure in my life to be more fun, to write a book that had more wild stories. Stories that included risk and danger and unexpected hijinks. Stories that would have made me look bad if they didn’t make me look so cool. Long before I was trying to mine my life for stories that would make me seem fun, I felt pressure to be thinner. I felt pressure to be quieter. I felt pressure to not be such a know-it-all. I felt pressure to drink, to dance, to be easy to talk to and hard to get into bed.VI I felt pressure to like good TV and hide the romance novels I read behind other, more “intellectual” books on my shelf. I felt pressure to be a good daughter, a good student, a good girlfriend, a good employee. And I tried really hard, because what if all it takes to be like Anne Hathaway is trying really, really hard to please everyone around you?


Well, spoiler: it did not work. I am not succeeding on almost any front that Anne Hathaway is doing well in; I don’t even have a garbage disposal or air-conditioning in my apartment. I tried really hard to please other people and all I got was tired.VII Maybe you’ve felt the same way—like you have tried really hard and been good and it hasn’t always paid off and you’re not always sure what the point of trying that hard is or who you’re even trying for anymore. I feel you. This is the story of a girl named Lucky. Just kidding,VIII but it is the story, loosely, of how I went from being an anxious Goody Two-shoes kid to an anxious insecure wannabe-slutty college student to a still-anxious but now very tired adult who gave up on pleasing people so much. It’s the story of how I learned how to be good for myself rather than for other people. A little bit. I’m not doing perfectly; let’s not get crazy.










SECTION ONE,


in which I try really hard to be a good kid for my parents, miss out on a normal youth because I was fat, and then date someone who sucks.










Bless You, Brendan Fraser


Like most people, I experienced my sexual awakening during the horse scene of the award-nominated film George of the Jungle (1997). If you don’t know the scene, let me explain: Leslie Mann takes Brendan Fraser—whose body is BANGIN’ HOT and whose long hair is LUSTROUS—to her ritzy engagement party to another man, Thomas Haden Church. George/Brendan is wearing an impeccably tailored (for the ’90s) suit, which is already enough to get anyone’s engine (vagina) going, but then he leaves the party to go hang out outside with animals (relatable as hell). He climbs into a pen with some horses that are on the property, because rich people always have horses, and he starts running around with them like he’s in a horny perfume ad. Naturally, all the hot single women at the party come watch this sexy display. A couple of men scoff and ask, “What is it with chicks and horses?” which is a valid, if sexist, observation. I maintain this is the first time in cinema that women’s sexuality was fully understood. It can be no coincidence that Sex and the City premiered the following year, building off what GotJ had already laid down.


I was only about four or five when I first saw this movie, and yes, that does feel young for me to have my sexual awakening, but it’s never too early to get horny. After I saw this magnificent film, I was destined to be thirsty forevermore. Actually, I don’t know how much it has to do with Brendan Fraser; I was just a horny kid. Strictly speaking, when GotJ came out, I was already getting in trouble for masturbating during nap time at preschool, even though I had no idea what I was doing. I was just humping things constantly, which is a fairly normal thing for kids to do, it turns out. I didn’t know that, though. It’s not like you can tell a four-year-old that it’s normal to want to hump things but that they can’t because of society’s complex, horrid relationship with sex. I eventually got the message that I wasn’t supposed to be jerking off in public, even though no one really explained it to me. What I did glean from the adults around me was that there was supposed to be shame around whatever it was that I did before bed every night; I often tried to quit. I would go weeks or months, proud of myself for having given up my nightly ritual, only to relapse. This was not long after Dr. Joycelyn Elders, the first Black surgeon general of the United States, was asked to resign after saying that masturbation was “part of human sexuality.” In 1994, by Bill Clinton. The famously sexually appropriate president.


When I was about thirteen, my mom sat me down for the number one most mortifying conversation of my life and informed me that what I had been doing every night since I was a child was masturbating and that that’s what sex felt like. I, of course, was fucking pissed. That’s it? That’s what sex is like? What a total scam! Here I thought I had another cool thing to experience on the horizon, but nope! I’d already been doing it since preschool. Seeing my disappointment at this, my mother assured me that sex would be so much better because it was with another person, and I rolled my eyes and was like, Yeah, fucking right, Mom. There’s no way anyone knows how to do this better than I do. And for the most part, I have been right about that. Sex has rarely been better—or at least more reliable or easier—than masturbating, in my personal experience. Another total scam.


I didn’t grow up in a household that shunned sexuality. There used to be a magazine rack at my dad’s house that held dozens of magazines; I believe my dad and stepmom had it custom-made since my dad subscribed to so many. There was one magazine that was on the rack that I loved. It had Tyra Banks on the cover, topless, with her long hair covering her boobs. The cover said, “Tyra, please pull back your hair.” I would often sneak into the living room when no one was around to look at it. I remember a pinup calendar in my dad’s basement office that featured a naked woman wrapped in cellophane for December (she’s an object—get it?). I remember December because that calendar stayed up on the wall in the basement for years after my father moved his office up to the attic. Only once did I work up the courage to take the calendar off the wall and peek at the other months before setting it back to December.


My mother, for her part, was even less of a prude. In a hyperrational move typical of her, my mom never minded sex scenes in movies, as long as there wasn’t violence; at age ten I saw my first R-rated movie, Love Actually, where we see quite a bit of Martin Freeman and Joanna Page (at least there are no guns). When my older sister Lena and I asked what sex was when I was about six, Mom calmly explained (in an age-appropriate way) about bodies and babies. She never found sex repulsive or embarrassing. She wasn’t crossing weird boundaries with Lena and me or anything; she was just clear that safe sex isn’t a big deal.


No one in my house was selling the lie that sex ought to be shameful, but I still got the message anyway. You can’t live in America and not get the message that sex is wrong. I got it from the way movies were screened for children and what we were allowed to talk about at recess, and most of all, I think, I understood sex is shameful because of the general silence and discomfort around the topic. Children have a keen sense of what is Not to Be Discussed.


On top of the normal American puritanical shit, I had another reason to feel disgust with my sexual appetite: I was fat. And in my filled-with-internalized-fatphobia-mind, fat people—especially fat teens—were not allowed to be sexual. When I saw Hairspray in theaters with a group of my size 0 friends, I remember burning with resentment that Carly Wooldridge loved the movie. She wasn’t fat! A movie starring an overweight and horny teenage girl?! This movie was mine. I bought the soundtrack immediately simply to express to everyone that I liked the movie more than Carly did; unfortunately, she already owned the CD and no one else was keeping score. She was obsessed with Zac Efron, and I with the idea that a fat teenager could be attractive to someone as hot as Zac Efron. The relationship between Tracy and Link in the movie was the ultimate fantasy for me. Unfortunately, in real life, perhaps because I didn’t end segregation on my local TV station or have an amazing singing voice—not that either of those things would have likely impressed the guys at my school—I was destined to be alone. This was a particularly heartbreaking prospect since I was constantly in love with and wildly horny for everyone around me.


My father similarly grew up a fat kid and as such placed an oversize importance on people being attracted to him. I don’t think he’s been single-single—like not dating anyone—since he lost weight at nineteen. His best friend Jim once commented, “I don’t think he’d be like this if he’d just been asked to one Sadie Hawkins dance.” And I think Jim’s right, both about my father and about me. The longer I went without getting sexual attention, the more I got into watching and reading about it, and the media I was consuming only reinforced the belief that I needed to be thinner in order for someone to ever want me. There is something about youth, at least as we see youth in media, that promises sexual experiences, even if they be rushed and unsatisfying, and when you don’t get those experiences, you feel like a FREAK.


This is especially true for women. There is no shortage of messages, both explicit and implicit, screaming at you that the most sexually desirable thing you can be is a teenage girl (so fucked-up). This just made me even more hurt and angry that as a teenage girl I wasn’t sexually desirable to anyone around me. It wasn’t just my perception, either. It’s not like that problematic but highly catchy One Direction song where I just didn’t know that I was beautiful, thus making myself desirable to men. No, media and fellow ninth graders were very clear on the issue of fat women: not hot. Funny, sure. Slobbish? Yeah. But not hot.I


In recent years, there have been two rom-coms made about hot guys falling for overweight women, but only AFTER THEY GOT HIT IN THE HEAD AND ENDED UP AT THE HOSPITAL. Meanwhile, there are hundreds of movies about a schlubby guy somewhere between fourteen and fifty-four years old trying to hook up with someone way out of his league, and in none of them did the protagonist even have to go to urgent care. The messaging is clear: if you’re a girl who isn’t under 135 pounds, you would have to have a traumatic brain injury to think you could get with an attractive guy. If you ever want to have sex, ladies, your job is to be hot. (And by hot, we mean thin.) And, boy, did I ever want to have sex! Even if it was the same as jerking off.


My sister Lena, who is three years older and hundreds of times bolder than I am, started buying Cosmopolitan magazine when she was fourteen. I immediately started stealing them from her room, which rightfully drove her nuts, and often led to blowout screaming matches. My mom would try desperately to mitigate these fights by saying, “Lena! It’s not like she’s going to read the words off the page!” Which is true, but to be fair, stealing them was fucked-up of me. The thing was: Cosmo is horny, and once I found that out, there was no way I wasn’t going to steal it. Cosmo was the only “person” willing to talk to me about sex; everyone else avoided the topic with me aggressively. It’s wild to me that the horniest mainstream magazine for women is mostly just sex tips on how to make sex feel better for men, when men get to watch and read all kinds of porn directed right at them. Because we are required to be virginal and pure and adventurous sexual objects who exist solely for the pleasure of men. That’s why our sex advice is about making him come. So while I loved Cosmo, she also let me down. Where was the porn for me?


Do you realize just how few depictions there are in popular culture of young horny women? Or even adult horny women? Fleabag felt like a revelation because it depicted a woman wrestling with her sexual desire in a deeper way than the broad strokes of horniness they gave Samantha in Sex in the City. Women who are nuanced, competent individuals who want to have sex that makes them feel good and who aren’t the butt of a joke? There are like four movies total that have characters like this, and they’re all indie movies that didn’t do well commercially but should have. Pretty much every other movie on earth is about a horny dude, with the possible exception of the Harry Potter films, because there’s no sex at all in them, which is boring as fuck. (How did y’all make it through SEVEN books about teenagers where no one fucks and sucks? I truly cannot fathom this.) There is a truth universally acknowledged that men are constantly thinking about sex, and not just thinking about it, but seeking it out. Well, guess what, society? Ladies are horny, too!


But that’s not something we’re supposed to talk about. When I was younger and somehow both much smarter (I got As in AP calc, bitch!!) and much dumber (I wasn’t a feminist yet) than I am now, I spent a lot of my time around guys joking about female masturbation owing to the simple fact that no one else was talking about it, and it therefore got me attention. None of my female friends and I talked about it with each other, other than perhaps a onetime timid exchange of “Do you…?” / “Yeah? Me too.” But I loved talking about it to guys because they were so shocked and, at least in my mind, excited to hear that women indeed did want to have sexual experiences. Looking back, I think I mostly just made everyone super-duper uncomfortable, but I thought that was a key part of jokes, because I watched too much Chelsea Lately at the time. I promise I’m better now.II


Honestly, though, masturbation jokes and the reaction they got reinforced the idea that as someone who was both fat and a woman my enjoyment of sex—my simple desire to have sex with another person—was a type of transgression. Something to tell jokes about, if I wanted to talk about it at all. Something profane. The jokes were my way of trying to normalize my own voracious sexual appetite. This was before the days of Twitter and “Spit on me, Rachel Weisz,” or “Hit me with a bus, Michael B. Jordan.” I didn’t know other women were also desperately horny. Even Cosmo often framed sex as something nice to do with a partner rather than an all-consuming preoccupation.


While I was embarrassed by my seemingly insatiable desire for sex, there was one thing that went even beyond that shame: my interest in love. Up until at least college I could more easily watch TV in the same room as other people when someone was getting railed than I could when two people were declaring their love for one another. (Honestly, I still often find it squirm-worthy.) Masturbating and having sex were things I could, and did, joke about. They were cool but transgressive, I felt. Love was not. In no way was love cool. I was under the impression that it was feminine and, therefore, icky. While someone might put up with a thinner, hotter person wanting love from them, as a fat woman it felt like way too much to ask for. I convinced myself for many, many years that I actually found romantic love gross and overrated.


That did not stop me from desperately consuming every single book, movie, and television show I could find about the topic. I have seen almost every single mainstream rom-com made since 1980, and many from before then. I read dozens of romance novels a year, usually within a day, and I have since I was about fourteen. Yes, I wanted to **** Brendan Fraser’s ****, but I also thought that I could really end up marrying Heath Ledger someday, if I simply lost weight, and only if he agreed to give up smoking. In real life, I maintained a crush on at least one person virtually nonstop from age five (Michael Bernard) on. Clearly, on some level, I was still into the idea of love, even if I acted disgusted and above it. This was self-preservation. I suspected love was not coming for me.


In sixth grade, I stupidly let one of my friends tell Ben Cannon that I liked him. I think I mostly liked him out of a sense of protection or pity for him, because a friend of mine, Annie Manwaring, was obsessed with him to the point of being creepy—she saved a Kleenex he threw at her once—and I thought he deserved better, which perhaps morphed into me liking him. Or maybe Annie just talked about him so much that I became preoccupied, too. Either way, when Ben found out that I liked/was scared for him, he looked up across the room of Mr. McGee’s sixth-grade science class and let out a simple yet effective “Ew.” I turned bright red and my whole body got hot. Like on-fire hot. Like a sunburn, but everywhere. It felt like I was being incinerated. What the fuck had I even been thinking letting someone tell him that I liked him? Never. Fucking. Again.


But then seventh grade came along and I liked Dominic Coultrip, who was always super nice to me—of course I liked him. Unless I was in a group project, no guy ever talked to me.III Guys talked to my friends, I joked around awkwardly on the periphery, the guys laughed and then returned their attention to my friends, girls who emitted polite giggles and fit into denim skirts. One day in computer lab Dominic Coultrip found out that I liked him—Serial, please do a podcast to find out who told him. I carefully avoided him for the rest of the day until he approached me in Mrs. Goeke’s science class (WHY IS IT ALWAYS SCIENCE CLASS?) and told me super, super kindly that he didn’t like me at all but that I was very funny, which was so much worse than Ben’s response, because while I agreed with Ben’s assessment of me, I did not agree with Dominic’s. I assured Dominic that I didn’t actually like him—that someone had given him bad information—a lie, which he very generously let me tell.


After that, I stopped telling friends about my crushes. What was the next person going to do when they found out I liked them, vomit? I’d barely survived disgust and condescending kindness. I didn’t need any further confirmation that I was an ugly piece-of-shit hag whom no one would ever be horny for, the very thing I wanted most. At that time, I truly believed the zenith of human experience was someone being attracted to you.IV This belief caused me absolutely zero problems at all.


Just kidding.










Too Many Servings of Ketchup


A doctor broke the news to me when I was in fourth grade. More accurately, a doctor broke the news to my mother, who then broke it to me: I hated myself.


He was an ear, nose, and throat doctor named Dr. S, whom I’ve always associated with cotton balls, although I have no explanation for that. Both my sister and I had ear surgeries young, so maybe he was the first person to show me a cotton ball. I don’t know. This isn’t about him!


I had gotten out of school (thrilling!) for a few hours in order to get an appointment with Dr. S, which went normally, as far as I remember, until the end, when he sent me out to the lobby while he talked to my mother. I felt this was weird, but I didn’t know enough about ears, noses, or throats to know what was happening. When my mom came out, she was crying and she shuttled me out to our waiting Honda Odyssey. My mom crying is pretty standard fare—everyone in my immediate family cries early and cries often—but every time she cries I am paralyzed with fear that I have Done Something Wrong.


This time, she was crying because Dr. S had informed her that I hated myself. My presenting symptoms: I had black nail polish on and I was wearing all black and I was fat. First of all, I wore all black because I was fat and black is supposedly slimming.I (Also, my entire dad’s side of the family wears all black because we’re Italian; I don’t know what to tell you, Dr. S.) And I was fat not because I hated myself but because I loved eating and couldn’t stop and my metabolism is certifiably slow.


Until Dr. S, it did not occur to me to hate myself. I didn’t think that was really an option, since, you know, I was stuck with myself. That’s like hating the sky. Like, okay, cool, now what?


Here’s where I could give Dr. S a break and presume that he meant well, but I really don’t care. He’s a white dude who probably made six figures for decades and had free health insurance the whole time, so I don’t give two shits about making sure we all think well of his intent. I get the idea behind telling a parent that you’re concerned about their child as a medical professional. However, (a) first of all, YOU’RE AN EAR, NOSE, AND THROAT DOCTOR, BUDDY. And (b) second of all, the reason that Dr. S presumed that I hated myself and pulled my mother aside to chitchat about that was simply because he believes fat people hate themselves. There is no way he would have confronted my mother if I’d been thin. Even if I’d been too thin.


Before the revelations of Dr. S, I’d certainly disliked my body. It wasn’t like I didn’t notice and feel the differences between my body and other kids’. I was the slowest to run a mile in gym class, I didn’t look as “good” in clothes, and Natalie Buckner stopped being my friend in first grade because I was “getting fat.” I knew what was happening, but I was also innocently self-absorbed enough, as many kids are at age nine, to not have considered self-hatred an option.


My mother was caught off guard by having a fat kid. At the time she met my father, he was in the best shape of his life, obsessively exercising and carefully dieting to stay fit. I’m sure she knew his origin story of being a fat kid; he refused to dance at their wedding or go swimming ever—two very common aversions for ex- or current fat people. As Guy Branum described in his book My Life as a Goddess, “Fat people are told we are supposed to be obsessed with our bodies but never take pleasure in them.” When my dad got remarried after they divorced, he and my stepmom had an accordion player at their wedding in lieu of a band or a DJ, I presume so that no one would expect any dancing. I still don’t think it occurred to my mom—a tiny, birdlike woman who passed on to me her delicate wrists and nothing else!—that her child would be overweight. I know it had to have occurred to my father, for whom fatness and youth are inextricable. When I started getting fat around the same age he had exactly forty years earlier, I suspect it felt like fate. I was already like him in just about every other way (shy, unibrow, very expressive dresser).


It took a while after my seminal appointment with Dr. S for me to be concerned that something might actually be “wrong” with me. I was sitting in the front seat of my mom’s car outside of Subway while my sister Lena ran in and got a sandwich before she had to head to choir practice. I’d gotten french fries from somewhere. I would say McDonald’s, but these were crinkle-cut fries, which we all know McDonald’s doesn’t serve, and which I think we can all agree SUCK.II Anyway, I had already eaten dinner, and I started eating this cardboard tray of shitty fries and my mother told me to stop, that I’d already had enough. I agreed wholeheartedly with her. I was full. I didn’t need any more food. I wanted to stop. I knew fries weren’t good for me, but more than that, I thought these fries tasted like shit and I wasn’t hungry. But I couldn’t stop. I kept watching my hand feed my mouth, but I had no control. I felt like screaming, but I knew that would freak my mom out. (Yelling, “HELP, I CAN’T STOP EATING FRIES, IT’S AN OUT-OF-BODY EXPERIENCE RIGHT NOW, PLEASE HELP!!!!” is not chill, and my mother is a worrier). So instead, I picked the least weird option, which was to keep eating the fries even as my mother tried to get me to stop. Even as my own brain tried to get me to stop.


I knew then that I had a problem. Around the time I entered middle school, people around me got a lot more bold about my “weight problem.” Let’s be clear: my weight was in no way a problem for literally anyone, other than possibly me. My stepmother, another naturally thin woman in my life, swore that what I had was “baby fat” and that she had hers until nineteen.III By age twelve, it was pretty clear that it was more than baby fat; I could and often would eat an entire large pizza by myself. People—parents, medical professionals, aunts, really any adult I came in contact with for long enough—came up with some pretty great theories as to why I’d gotten fat, which they of course shared with me:




	My parents let me have too many treats.


	My parents never let me have any treats, so when I did get them, I went overboard.


	My body never felt full.


	I was punishing my body.


	I had too little going on in my life.


	I had too much going on in my life.


	I wasn’t mindful enough when I ate, which was evinced by the fact that I often danced while eating or enjoyed the food too much.


	I was upset about my parents’ divorce.


	I simply didn’t know about healthy choices.





The last one was one of the most ridiculous. It’s not like I didn’t get what eating healthy was all about. Here’s my moment to sound like a total ass, but I was scoring in the 98th percentile of my state in standardized testing and everyone thought I couldn’t figure out that eating a second breakfast of a soft pretzel with cheese and four sugar cookies when I got to the cafeteria in the morning was bad for me. At one point, my mom literally called the school and told them to stop selling me breakfast, and then I tried to scam and lie to the poor lunch ladies, who did not need to add “Keep my kid from gaining weight” to their job. I fucking knew what the problem was.


The problem was I couldn’t stop eating.


The first person to describe what was actually happening to me internally was a friend of my mother’s. She was a school nurse with purple hair, purple glasses on a beaded chain, tattoos, and the best gap-toothed smile in the world. And she was a food addict. She’d also been a drug addict before, so if anyone is going to know what addiction was like, it’s her. Food is a particularly shitty thing to be addicted to since, you know, you can’t exactly quit. At a dinner once, she told me about the time at a party where she ended up eating dozens of carrots, and how upset she was by it. A friend of hers failed to understand the problem: “But carrots are healthy!” My mom’s friend explained: “Yes, but I didn’t want to eat them; I just couldn’t stop.”


I remember thinking, That’s me. That’s me. That right there is me. My heart was racing because I was so thrilled to have an answer to why I ate everything that my friends didn’t like in their lunches, even after I’d eaten my own. Why at camp I got thirds and fourths from the buffet when no one else did. Why I saved my allowance to add money to my lunch account. It wasn’t something as poetic as loving food: I loved eating.


My mother, being both extremely compassionate and extremely worried, tried to force me into therapy, an exercise and healthy habits class for teens, and then, finally, a nutritionist’s office. She tried to appeal to me with everything she could think of. She told me stories of a friend of hers whose brother had lost his foot to diabetes—not because she thought that might sway me into eating healthier, but because she was terrified. She reminded me frequently how scared she was for me, but it’s not like you can just picture losing a foot every time you’re about to eat a whole bag of Reese’s and then put it down and walk away. I couldn’t. My mother’s imagined future for me at age twelve (diabetes) was about as real to me as my father’s imagined future for me (NASA physicist).


The dietician my mom sent me to lasted the longest. Possibly because we did what I already liked to do—talk about food. She missed the point entirely and probably cost my mother a lot of money and time away from work, but she would explain in buttery tones that matched her buttery blonde hair that if I simply swapped salami in my sandwiches for turkey, I’d be healthier. That was more fun to talk about than my parents’ divorce, which every other mental health professional thought was The Issue, but which I saw as normal since it had happened when I was two.


I think the dietician’s name was Becky, but she also looked exactly like my mom’s friend Becky, so I might just be transferring the name-memory over. Anyway, I didn’t really have a choice about visiting Becky; my mother believed strongly that sometimes you didn’t give kids an option not to do something. You just told them, “You’re going to therapy.” The moment I knew Becky was bullshit was when she tried to teach me about portion sizes of ketchup. BECKY!!!! ME EATING TWO SERVINGS OF KETCHUP INSTEAD OF ONE IS NOT THE ISSUE!!! It’s like when women’s magazines tell you that you can have a handful of almonds as a snack or a square of dark chocolate as a treat. Bitch, if I could stop at one square of chocolate we wouldn’t be here!


The problem was that no one knew what they were doing. My mother didn’t know how to help. Becky didn’t know how to help. The therapists I tried didn’t know how to help. I wasn’t sad or self-loathing (take that, Dr. S). They all refused to confront the problem I described to them. I wasn’t a binge eater so much as I was always eating and couldn’t stop. I wasn’t ignorant of healthy habits. I was simply addicted to eating, and every single time I started to eat, I began the struggle of when I’d be able to stop myself. Every meal was a binge. I wasn’t throwing up; I simply didn’t feel full ever. And even when I did eat healthily, I gained weight. I wasn’t eating my feelings, I was just eating everything.


I think about my childhood as a fat kid a lot, how I was parented and helped, corrected and cajoled, and what the adults could have done differently. I don’t know what the answer is. I asked a friend of mine who has struggled with weight her whole life, who was sent to fat camps and therapists, nutritionists and personal trainers, what she wishes her parents would have done. “Nothing.” That’s what she said, and she said it without pause. “I wish they’d done nothing. I’m still fat now, so clearly it didn’t help them reach their goal; all it did was ruin our relationship.” (We both agreed that while we could wish that now, had they really said or done nothing, we might still resent our parents.) There is no winning when your focus is on getting your child to lose weight, even if you feel certain that it’s for all the right, good, moral, healthy reasons.IV


What I know is this: As a fat person, I became my body and my body became everything. Not just to me, but for the people around me. It became uncomfortable for them to be around, and people like to fix or avoid discomfort. Being fat became part of my personality, it became all my worth. My body became a conversation piece and the metaphorical elephant in every room I entered, the breath held every time I sat on a too-small-for-me chair or tried on a top in a size that was not mine out of misguided hope. Eventually, at the behest of social acceptability, I shifted my obsession from eating to my body.


At some point, probably with the aesthetically obsessedV Greeks, we started conflating self and body. White cis men, of course, have mostly escaped that fusion. They’ve had enough nuanced narratives about them to fill the next two thousand years, and those narratives helped to establish that white men are more than just bodies. They are leaders, innovators, and intellectuals. They can sin and be forgiven because they are more than simply bodies. Everyone else… not so much.


For women, and minority women especially, as well as for non-cis people, bodies are given value only because (or whenever) they are consumable by the people in charge.VI That is what is at the core of our objections to objectification: I’m not for you. I’m not here to be jerked off to, fantasized about, yelled at on the street, derided, fucked, commented on, rated on a scale of one to ten, or assaulted when I decline any of the above. I’m mostly here on planet Earth to read crappy romance novels and get sick to my stomach from eating too much cookie dough,VII okay? Not for human consumption.


Of course, when you’re fourteen and eighty pounds heavier than your peers, you aren’t swayed by even the best self-love/self-worth arguments. You want your body to have worth like other kids’ bodies have worth. At least, I did. I was very, very, very, very exhausted from buying ugly one-piece swimsuits with skirts to hide as much of my body as possible while my friends got to buy two-pieces. I was exhausted from not being able to swap dresses after school dances. I was exhausted from never getting asked to dances in the first place. While hilarious now, I was burning with shame when my friends were all members of the Spice Girls for Halloween and I dressed up as a garden gnome. No one asks you to be in the Spice Girls—real or fake—when you’re two hundred pounds.


I was so starved for someone to like my body in any way, to pay it any positive attention. Once, in Mr. Drury’s algebra class—a class I was very happy to be in because my crush at the time was also in the class—said crush and a bunch of his friends sat in the back of the room and pointed at me “sneakily” and gestured to the fact that I had really big boobs. Which I did. Like really massive boobs. Big titters are great, and once you lose weight you lose weight from your boobs first and that’s how I know God is a fake bitch. Anyway, despite the fact that I also overheard their assessment of the rest of my body (gross), I was thrilled by the idea that they’d thought about my boobs at all.





Growing up, I lived in a town that boasted of having “the oldest football rivalry west of the Mississippi.” Think Friday Night Lights but in Missouri instead of Texas and with a lot fewer hot people. The point is that Friday nights revolved around high school football. Our field was surrounded on three sides by hills. Two of those three sides had bleachers where parents, the marching band, and high schoolers watched the games. But the middle schoolers spent the football games on The Hill.VIII The Hill was… well… a steep grassy hill with no seating and scant lighting, situated right behind the concession stand, an enclave that went mostly unpatrolled by authority figures.


I often didn’t go to The Hill, or football games in general. Partially, I didn’t go because I was with my dad every other weekend and couldn’t go those weekends. Partially, I didn’t go because watching football didn’t sound like fun. This was before I understood that we weren’t going to the game; we were going to the social event taking place next to the game. Anyway, on The Hill once I met a guy who was a grade older named Danny, a very, very popular hot guy who went to a different school—which somehow makes people more popular and more hot. A friend of mine who was also hot and popular, who was trying to be kind and show me around the football game, introduced us. She told him my name and he replied with “Oh, I’ll remember that. I have a poster of a naked girl named Sophia on my wall with soapy titties.” Something in me must have come alive with the tiniest speck of male attention because, high on adrenaline, I replied, “Oh, me too.” Everyone loved it. At least, that’s how my memory re-creates this moment. More likely, a few people who had never talked to me before laughed politely. But I had finally—finally—found a loophole in being a nobody: I could be funny. That’s one thing people let you be when you’re a fat woman: you can be funny. Especially if you’re willing to make fun of yourself.


I wanted attention; I craved it. I tried being funny, because if you’re funny at least you’re getting some attention, but a lot of the time my “funny” was really mean or obnoxious. I knew I was often being mean or obnoxious but I couldn’t stop myself, because it was the only time I got attention from someone who wasn’t a teacher. And even bad attention is attention. I never got to text with a guy friend or even really have a guy friend, like the rest of my female friends did. I therefore never got invited to events by guys, only by the girls whom they’d invited. The few times guys talked directly to or with me that wasn’t a part of a group project, I tried to shock them and impress them. I’d take any dare, eat any disgusting food, say any profane thing I could think of, to hold their attention just a little bit longer.


Pretty much every woman who has ever grown up fat has stories like this, of feeling desperate of being overlooked. I’m not saying I had it the worst; I wasn’t the saddest or the most bullied teenage girl. In fact, I was mostly okay. But I have the markers of a fat female childhood both literal (stretch marks, which I ironically mostly got from losing and not gaining weight) and figurative (BODY DYSMORPHIA!!!). The bullshit part—well, one of about 24,048 bullshit parts—is that women are reminded that they’re only valuable if they’re young and if they’re thin, and if you spend your youth being fat, you’ve wasted all your good years, according to society. The years you might be worth something to someone else. And as much as I would have loved for fourteen-year-old me to get that you can also just be valuable to yourself and that’s “enough,” being beloved and cherished by ninth graders is a heady fucking drug.










Exactly the Woman I Thought I’d Be When I Grew Up


I thought I’d be married by now, not because I’m romantic, but because I thought I’d be divorced by now, and in order to be divorced, you must have at some point gotten married. Almost everyone in my family is on their second spouse. Some are up to their third or fourth. I always thought being divorced was glamorous, adult, sophisticated. What could be more grown-up than the end of a rocky marriage? To me, it was like owning a car or having a 401(k). I thought—I know, actually—that I would be a fabulous divorcée. I would go through it with wine and Fleetwood Mac albums. Which is not all that dissimilar from how I’ve gone through my normal life, now that I think about it. I would have close female friends come over and we’d shit-talk my ex-husband and do bad karaoke in my living room, and then a month later I’d start a brief albeit fulfilling affair with a slightly younger guy.


I assumed I would have lots of money. I know this is both a stupid assumption and an inevitable one after growing up in American Dream Land. You don’t fantasize about growing up and think, Hey, maybe I won’t be able to afford to go out to eat more than once a month and I’ll have to really budget for it. I thought I’d be able to walk into any store and purchase anything and everything I wanted; I assumed there would be shopping trips in my future where I came out of the mall arms laden with purchases. I also assumed I’d still be going to malls, so I was wrong about a lot of things, I suppose. I thought I’d have a nice apartment with one of those tobacco-brown leather couches from West Elm and a sunny balcony like all good Italian apartments have.


Speaking of Italians, I figured—hoped—that I’d speak fluent Italian, useful for my biannual months-long trips to my pied-à-terre in Siena. Also useful for my trysts with my rotating cast of Italian lovers. Sorry to use the word lovers, but there really aren’t enough good words for that. Am I supposed to say “fuck toy”? No, it’s crass. I’ll get a letter of complaint from one of my aunts about it, and I don’t need that headache.


I figured I would have bimonthly manicures. I don’t know; I thought nice adult ladies all had professionally maintained acrylic nails. I thought I’d wear perfume every day like my aunt Suzanne and that I would clean the house with a kerchief tied around my head like my aunt Karen.


I thought I would have lots of rings. Every adult woman I knew had lots of rings. Looking back, I think the women in my family just got engaged a lot and therefore owned a lot of redundant jewelry. Also, my aunt Patti is a jeweler, so perhaps that’s the source. Either way, I assumed my fingers would be decked out. As it stands, I think I own three rings that aren’t from Target, and I get too nervous to wear them anywhere.


I assumed that I’d live in New York City when I grew up. I listened to the Jay-Z and Alicia Keys song “Empire State of Mind” while working out in high school, preparing for my inevitable future in the Big Apple. New York, it seemed, was the place to be if you wanted to be glamorous and wear all black and rush to the subway holding a cup of coffee, which to me was the height of human adult experience. You know the opening of The Devil Wears Prada? Where the KT Tunstall song plays as a bunch of models get ready for the day? Of course you do. I assumed—not wanted, not desired, assumed—that my life would go like that. That I’d be rolling out of a bed (with a frame and a heavy white duvet), leaving a hot shirtless guy behind, telling him to let himself out as I put on heeled boots and rushed to catch the F train or something like that. I have no idea what the subway lines are called in New York and I don’t want to spend my life right now looking up which one would make the most sense to reference.


Everyone of style and substance that I could imagine lived in New York. By this I mean the characters from Nora Ephron movies, Nora Ephron herself, and Holly Golightly. I’ve seen the movie Breakfast at Tiffany’s only once or twice because it’s so glamorous that it makes me sad.I I can’t really explain it, but that movie makes me feel like someone beautiful died young. It feels the same way as Grace Kelly or Heath Ledger’s death, like something untouchable is gone. For Grace and Heath, the loss is about a person; for Breakfast at Tiffany’s it’s that I simply cannot ever be Audrey Hepburn, gliding around 1950s New York, gorgeous enough to get away with anything and naive enough to want to.


I feel this way about a lot of movies, people, stores, cities, etc. Breakfast at Tiffany’s isn’t even a particularly strong trigger for longing for me, other than, of course, the song “Moon River,” which could make even the most stoic person face the truth of mortality with sentimentality. I just used the movie as an example because we all know about that New York. And it’s a New York that I assumed I’d be a part of.


I felt I had seen enough of New York in the movies to understand what the deal was and the deal was this: walk the streets in a glamorous coat while on your phone, drinking expensive coffee. Occasionally attend a gallery opening (something no adult I know has ever done in real life). Vacation in a friend’s Hamptons mansion over the summer. Smoke on a fire escape. Hail a cab in a sequined dress. Cross the street openmouthed laughing with friends to get to a crowded bar. I needed no more information about New York; I got the deal.


For as long as I can remember I’ve known that I would grow up to be a famous actress.II Perhaps this started the day that my mother told me that Julia Roberts owned five horses and ten dogs. Ten dogs seems like a lot. Maybe it was ten horses and five dogs. I don’t even know if that number was true, or where my mother read that if it was. I just remember my mother telling me that and me thinking, Okay, being the highest-paid actress in America seems like the most reliable route to owning a bunch of dogs and horses, which was, of course, my ultimate goal at age six.


I suppose that I assumed I’d be on set for certain stretches of time. Or doing some acting here and there. I definitely assumed I’d be hooking up with famous costars and attending the Oscars in gifted haute couture gowns. The only other career I could possibly fathom—and it took effort—was being in academia, but being the kind of professor who teaches abroad during the summer (international travel is clearly a theme for me), and who sleeps with the married department chair (sex also clearly being a theme for me). Mostly, though, I assumed I would be famous or at least somewhat wealthy, which is basically the same thing.


My idea of fame was mostly that you were in magazines, a medium I venerated. I practiced my interview answers frequently. I also figured I would be going to high-society parties in apartments with crown molding and wainscoting and built-in bookcases. Apartments with nine-foot ceilings and kitchens hidden away because my God who goes into their own kitchen? I didn’t expect myself to be so ungodly rich as to own an apartment like that in New York, but I did certainly think my friends or acquaintances would be. Going to a sumptuous party once a month or so seemed doable. Likely, even. When I traveled, I expected to stay in hotels that provided robes.


One of the hardest presuppositions of mine to let go of was the idea that as an adult I would be extremely fit and incredibly hot. I did not, for some reason, assume that the stretch marks of my youth would carry over into the fantastical world of adulthood. I thought I would have long, lean legs that I showed off in miniskirts. (I also assumed I would know how to get out of cars gracefully without showing off my undergarments, something I’m still mediocre at.) I did not imagine working out or eating with any level of discipline, really. I just assumed I would be, well, someone else entirely, and that included my body.


I thought I would cook elaborate dinners for my many, many friends. In my assumed adult life, I would be an excellent cook—the kind of person who deep-fries things on their kitchen stove and doesn’t follow recipes and owns a blowtorch for crème brûlée. You can’t imagine how many friends I assumed I’d have. I figured I’d be the elegant type, a person who would pen meaningful handwritten notes to friends that they’d keep for years. I would be generous and funny and people would look forward to my yearly New Year’s Eve party (or whatever holiday I decided I was big enough to eclipse). I would have my friends’ children and my children’s friends over to stay with me often, and I would never worry if they spilled orange soda all over an expensive rug. I’d laugh and pour my own glass of wine on the rug, too. “It’s just stuff!” I would say, and they would feel so welcome and loved. “Your aunt/mom/neighbor/ex-wife is so cool,” they’d whisper, awed.


I vacillated on the children in my future. When I did imagine them, I had them with an Italian man and we never spoke English at home. Or I married André 3000 and we had however many children he wanted; I was (and still am) willing to compromise on anything to marry André 3000. Usually, though, in my crystal-ball future, I was alone and childless, a Stevie Nicks replicant sans musical talent and with fewer gloves, no offense to her fashion sense. I felt I was done with the idea of kids after doing so much with my younger siblings. I felt exhausted by the very thought of being asked to play dress-up or to help with science homework. Being a cool aunt seemed more doable, more likely. I fancied myself quite nomadic, when really I just had seen The Lizzie McGuire Movie a few too many times and wanted to go get sexed up by a hot guy in a foreign city.III Honestly, I thought I would be too busy having fun to consider children.


I did not imagine getting married to stay married. I didn’t imagine my wedding much outside of thinking about pigs in a blanket (which are really just a delightful thing to think about) or funny things to do instead of the traditional wedding ceremony. Like getting married in a parking lot or walking down the aisle to the song “All Star” by Smash Mouth as an homage to Shrek. I did not imagine homeownership in the traditional American sense; certainly I never imagined owning a yard. Gag me. I did not think I would ever own a car with more than two seats. Maybe I wouldn’t even need a car at all!


I figured I’d be extraordinary, that everyone would want to be me or fuck me—sometimes both. I thought I would become less of a people pleaser, but more liked. I thought opportunities and friendships and careers would land in my lap.


I have to say, I really, really, really thought I would use weekender bags a whole lot more.
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