





“A wake-up call to anyone who believes that weight management is a quick and easy feat. It’s not. And Kuffel’s greatest gift is a blast of hopeful reality for any brave reader ready to take herself on and honestly face her own food and weight demons.”

—Pamela Peeke, author of Fight Fat After Forty

“[Kuffel] chronicles nearly every aspect of her life (binges in bed, childhood taunts, depression, meds, sex, breakups, firings, and failings)…. It is ultimately and simply Kuffel’s own unsparing story that makes [this book] a necessary read.”

—Bitch

“[A book] about women, weight loss, body image, and what we did and did not learn growing up fat, and why losing weight—and keeping it off—is so hard. This is not Valerie Bertinelli in a bikini, promising that if she can do it, you can; this is about ‘serial relapsers’ and why my cat knows how to eat ice cream off of a spoon. This book is honest, true, and occasionally very funny.”

—Cheryl Peck, author of Fat Girls and Lawn Chairs

“Kuffel’s narrative of rededication is a skilled blend of insight…and emotion…that never flags in intimacy, honesty, or compassion.”

—Publishers Weekly

Praise for Passing for Thin

“Inspiring…brazenly intimate…offers a powerful rebuff to anyone who believes that people can’t change.”

—USA Today

“[Kuffel’s] writing is as clear and sharp as broken glass…a glorious read.”

—The New York Times

“A talented writer.”

—The Boston Globe

“Empathy, candor, and courage are abundant.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Rife with snappy anecdotes and mordant humor…as fascinating in its grotesque insight as in its inspirational uplift.”

—The Onion

“[A] riveting memoir…grim humor…A hilarious and insightful book.”

—Psychology Today
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To Katie, who advised and discussed the issues herein so generously throughout the writing of the book, and who held my hand on Saturday nights for a summer.

To Lindsay, for calling every morning for a year to prod me to write, and for pointing me toward the best feminist literature on the subject of women, food, and weight.

To Mimi, whose genius for listening and gentle advice has helped keep me sane for the last three years.

To Wendy, who always called when I was in crisis and kept me laughing the rest of the time.

Having loaned me your lives, please accept this portion of mine.






“Then there’s only one thing to be done,” he said. “We shall have to wait for you to get thin again.”

“How long does getting thin take?” asked Pooh anxiously.

“About a week, I should think.”

“A week!” said Pooh gloomily. “What about meals?”

“I’m afraid no meals,” said Christopher Robin, “because of getting thin quicker. But we will read to you.”

A. A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Eating Ice Cream with My Dog is the story of finding myself a hundred pounds heavier than when I last committed the crime of memoir. It is also a story of five women, self-named the Angry Fat Girls. This book is based on the spirit of their lives but heavily fictionalized in order to protect anonymity within their families, social circles, and workplaces.

I have created these fictions with their knowledge, active participation, and approval of the book you are about to read. In many ways, they wish they could openly join me in welcoming you to our circle of friendship, but this invitation has been left to me to articulate for them—or me and Daisy, my dog and boon companion, who is asleep with a yogurt mustache on her snout after helping herself to my lunch.







About the Angry Fat Girls



I. After “The End”

In the winter of 2004, I published Passing for Thin, an account of my midlife weight loss of 188 pounds and about being part of the world of normal-sized people for the first time. While the critics’ response to the book was laudatory, individual reader’s opinions ran the gamut from finding me self-involved and heartless to believing me to be a voice speaking about their own body experiences.

I tried and failed to respond to all of the emails. They were painful to read. Many were desperate; some described experiences similar to mine. In the year before the book was published, I began to regain my weight, so I often felt like a liar for giving advice I couldn’t follow or sympathy I couldn’t give myself. Congratulating the successful either made me twinge with envy or worry that my correspondent would feel my fallibility was theirs.

In the years of regaining half of my weight back, I did not give up on the hopes of permanently resuming abstinence1 and my 12-step program. I had intermittent periods of abstinence and weight loss. It was during these spells that I was more energetic and buoyant, and I tended to attack my backlog of emails during them.

There have been a number of iconic Poster Girls for Thin in the last several years. Sarah, the Duchess of York, Kirstie Alley, Valerie Bertinelli, Ricki Lake, Marie Osmond, Phylicia Rashad, and Oprah Winfrey have all discussed their weight gains and advocated particular methods for losing. I don’t compare my modest fame to theirs, but when it came to my inbox, I, too, found that I’d become a Poster Girl for Thin. But I was a poseur even as the advance publicity for the book began.

II. Frances in Blogland

The genesis of Angry Fat Girls started with the author blog I began on Amazon in the winter of 2006. Initially, I wrote about friendships, dogs, the writing process, having to ask clients for overdue money, what I was making for dinner, why I couldn’t fall in love with a man I was seeing. I resolved some loose ends from Passing for Thin. I was open about my weight gain and depression, and I came to wonder if I was becoming the Anne Sexton of Amazon.

Mimi—one of the four other women who share the story of Eating Ice Cream with My Dog, and the first of the four to comment on my blog—wrote, “I’m glad you are being personal. After reading Passing for Thin, I felt as though I’d made a friend who was able to be honest about herself.”

I was surprised at how accepting readers were that I hadn’t maintained my weight loss. They identified with my seesawing and bingeing. They, too, were between rocky road and a hard place.

“Is there anything else that can make you feel so completely useless and terrible and weak and awful?” B. responded. “It’s nice to know I’m not alone in these feelings.”

“…Those of us who feel like freaks for not being able to control a food addiction don’t feel like we’re the only ones out here…” wrote H.

As readers confessed their own stories, ranging from childhood abuse to their diet plans, a string of thanks kept showing up. Thank you for talking about your weight gain. Thank you for talking about how hard it is to lose a best friend. Thank you for talking about standing up for yourself. Thank you for talking about being depressed.

By April, my blog became a virtual watercooler in the politics of being female in the new millennium, a place where readers could discuss with each other what they felt other people in their lives didn’t understand. “This has become sort of my online diary,” M. wrote, and Mimi, one of the Angry Fat Girls you’ll get to know, described what was happening most poignantly: “We’re all trying to walk new paths without using food as the fix to get there. Working out the kinks, a.k.a. anger, hurt, fear, without feeding them is a process…It is like learning how to speak another language. You have to practice it every day.”


For women who are afraid to ask for help, the blog functioned as a public red flag in statements rather than pleas. “I’m afraid of airport food, and I came here to get a dose of reality and community,” Mimi wrote of being trapped in a late spring Chicago snowstorm.

“I got a lovely lavender dress, and tried it on today after much trepidation, and guess what???? I couldn’t get any part of the dress over my HUMONGO upper body!” L. posted.

“I’m sending you a big hug from the west coast,” someone wrote back within an hour. “I was a bridesmaid at a size 28 and hated everything about it.”

They cheered each other on in successes. “I am impressed that instead of eating, you took the time to stop, take a breath, and write down how you were feeling. It’s hard to know what I’m feeling at times.”

They consoled each other when they lapsed. “I need to get on here and vent that I gained two pounds at my WW weigh in…I *know* that I have not eaten 7,000 extra calories this week,” was a familiar lament.

“Hang in there,” someone wrote back. “Your attitude is an inspiration that hopefully I can take to heart.”

We amassed some hilarious terms for our bodies and food. “I’m stuck with tavern arms,” one writer described herself. “I’ll save you the gory details of the food porn,” a woman said of a late-night brownie session. Wendy, one of the subjects of this book, calls her local deli man the Cheese Pimp. The hang of fat over jeans’ tops became known as muffin tops.

Perhaps the greatest compliment to what was happening on my Amazon blog was said not to me, but to one reader from another. “We posted today about the same time (two minutes apart). Our posts are very similar—sugar/chocolate cravings stopped by willpower and reading Frances’ blog and [each other’s] comments.”

Intimacies took place between gardening tips, reading recommendations, parenting ideas, and stories about knee arthroscopy, antidepressants, jewelry, movies, favorite television shows, and housekeeping. Readers became friends among themselves, forming kinships and enmities that I still don’t know about. I watched them evolve into a circle of which I was only the Master of Ceremonies.

“I guess I wish I knew what happened after your book, but before these posts. The time in-between. Do you feel like sharing any of this?” D. asked just as my sponsor 2 asked me to write an account of what was then my three-year relapse. I asked my readers if they wanted me to do it in the blog. Their answer was a resounding yes, and for nine days I wrote about what tripped me up and what held me down.

“As I keep stumbling along…I keep looking for stories out there of people who battle, perhaps even fall once in a while, but keep pulling themselves up to try again,” A. said.

“Please keep telling the story. Been there. This helps,” Y. said in confirmation.

The responses turned into discussions of triggers: difficult job experiences, parents, codependency, sugar detox, old habits of smothering our feelings, sugarless candy, lack of time, lack of privacy. Relapse, I learned, was so easy, preying on vulnerabilities we ourselves may not know the dangers of. “What precipitated my descent into regaining weight was a despicable act of betrayal by a family member. I was angry at this person, and angry at myself for not making it clear how devastated I was,” K. said.

A. confessed, “My birthday fell on a Sunday and I didn’t hear from a single friend. Nothing. I spent the day alone. Did some shopping, had dinner out—alone. At the risk of sounding melodramatic, it was the worst day of my life. And I’ve been on a steady gaining trend ever since.”


 

I’m going to skip to the end of this book, in March 2007, when the four of us—Lindsay, Mimi, Wendy, and I—who shared the blog Angry Fat Girlz met up in Brooklyn, New York. Lindsay wrote a short post about the experience and among other comments, Belle said, “I would be interested to hear how y’all came to be writing this thing together. I get so much inspiration and thought-provoking insight from your posts and those who comment.”

The history of the blog was passed around like a recitation of Homer around a campfire of Athenian soldiers bound for the Peloponnesian battle zones.

L. responded, “Many of Us (capitalized because we thought of ourselves as a club) became regular commentators on [Frances’s] blogs, and many of Us came to rely on each other and Frances’s insights and inspiration (and her dog stories) for support. Then one day, THUNK! The rug was yanked out from under us and Amazon’s blog [mal]function did the yanking. There was no Frances, no Girlz, no support. We finally found each other over on Frances’s website, and someone suggested we start a blog. Voilà! Here we are.”

“Almost right,” Lindsay wrote back. “Wendy started AFG for Frances after the incident she mentioned, and then I came on to help with some of the techie stuff and started posting here and there, and Wendy invited Mimi to join us a little later. We had all been commenting on the Amazon blog regularly. So it’s sort of an evolving thing. Wendy is still the official owner of this blog.”

Still not quite right, so I corrected: “I don’t know that Wendy started it for me as much as to provide another platform besides Amazon. I said, ‘Sure, why not?’ because I’m a blithe soul in cyberspace, but I have to confess I didn’t pay much attention to it beyond contributing the name and some of the manifesto. We should ask Wendy why she wanted to start this blog.”


As the fire sank into embers, the tale came full around to Wendy. “Why? It just seemed like something to do; some random decision on my part. Sometimes my ideas work, and sometimes they don’t. This one seems to be one of the more successful ones.”

We decided early on to make this blog more general and issue-oriented rather than a chronicle of our days. We chose to make Angry Fat Girlz a place to discuss popular diet and self-help books, coping with holidays, makeup counters, bra fitting, negotiating visits home, and nights out with friends, Weight Watchers meetings, victimhood, self-sabotage, thin-envy, the Seven Deadly Sins, and cupcakes.

The blog gave women a voice with which to talk about the Great American Pastime that is also the Great American Secret: what we eat, how/when/where we eat, why we eat, how much we weigh, how much we have gained or lost, what size we are, how much we like or hate exercise, the daily aggravations, and the occasional revelation. About twenty readers eventually became bloggers in their own right. Some of those blogs won awards, and some of the writers became new voices for the weight blogging phenomenon.

Of Angry Fat Girlz, P. wrote, “I learned about diet and exercise and Spanx and writing and cooking and shoes and boyfriends and jobs and, along the way, I also learned about personal power.”

Wendy, Lindsay, and Mimi had been emailing and hooking up on Instant Messenger while my Amazon blog was most active, forming friendships I had unwittingly instigated but didn’t consider myself a part of, although they included me in jokes and articles they emailed each other. One summer night I accidentally turned on Instant Messenger. Mimi found me and invited Lindsay into the conversation. Within minutes, Wendy had appeared online, and I watched them tear apart whatever television show they were all watching. I left my IM open most nights and looked forward to our online conversations-slash-bitch fests. They were hilarious and gave me insights into pop culture that, because I hate TV, I was ignorant of. In June, they had each volunteered to be interviewed for the book on relapse that I was formulating, so I had their addresses from their questionnaires. I sent birthday cards to the summer birthday girls, which meant they then had my address. If I still identified myself with my Amazon blog (and later my blog on Car on the Hill), rather than the Angry Fat Girlz blog, I was enjoying getting to know the women who did the bulk of the work under the initial imprimatur of “a blog for fans of Frances Kuffel.” It instantly outgrew me, and Mimi overcame all our laziness at some point and took the tagline off, which was a huge relief.

Out of Angry Fat Girlz, I made three of the closest friends I’ve ever had.

III. How a Blog Is Not a Book

In March, in the middle of my relapse history, the book proposal I’d worked on for a year was turned down by my editor, and my agent asked what I was writing now. The novel I’d halfheartedly scratched at, I confessed, had taken a backseat to my blog.

“Why are you wasting these lovely, honest entries on a bunch of us reading them here? These would make a great book,” J. asked around the time my agent brought up the need for a new book idea. My immediate answer to J. was that, having paid money for Passing for Thin, I owed readers my continued candor. By summer, I owed them my gratitude for another book.

The sympathy and stories of my readers’ own relapses, I told my agent, assured me that relapse was a topic that was common and little talked about.

I didn’t want to write a book based on the blog. Certainly, there would be wonderful information there to use as diving boards for deeper reflection and I’d use bits of it for color, but a blog-book could only be organized in two ways: chronologically or thematically. There was nothing chronological about the blog except the dates of the entries, and nothing thematic except for snippets of back-and-forth over yoga or peonies or fat caste systems. These online dialogues usually petered out in a day or two.

But maybe, I said to my agent, the subject of relapse could be a book, based on more voices and experiences than my own in exploring the special shames of relapse.

I asked if readers would be interested in telling me their stories and my inbox overflowed. Their generosity was partly in support of my enterprise and partly therapy for them as they aired secrets to someone they knew understood and would not be dismayed. The interviews were long and draining on both sides.

The fourth Angry Fat Girl I came to love and share my life with was Katie. Katie can be an over-the-top online contributor or, for reasons that include fear and a doomed sense of distance from the world, a lurker. She did not participate as a commenter on either Amazon or Angry Fat Girlz but she volunteered to give me her weight history. Our connection was instantaneous.

What did I want this book about regaining weight to say? I thought about Andrew Solomon’s The Noonday Demon, and I thought about its subtitle: An Atlas of Depression. I wanted to map relapse and how, more ashamed than ever, we fight back.

I recently received an email from a reader who wants to be an opera singer and is losing weight toward that goal. Our reasons for that first big weight loss have different specific motivations, but in essence they are all about being able to do things we can’t do, or think we can’t do, when we’re fat. Being newly thin after a long/permanent sojourn in obesity is also experientially similar. Compliments, acceptance, no shame at the doctor’s office! Clothes! Dating! Climbing, dancing, cycling, the revolved half-moon yoga pose! Maui! Graduate school, career change! While all these exclamation points are deserved, the rewards of being thin have less to do with becoming a superwoman than they do with having the same choices everybody else has.


The illusions have worn off when we are coming out of relapse. Those glamorous mysteries are no longer there. Perhaps the ambition of losing that big weight again is vital to our definitions of ourselves and our bodies because we are forced to assess reality. Mimi, for instance, is no longer interested in weighing 140 pounds, the upper end of her medically ordained ideal weight. She would like to settle at 180 for the sake of her knees and sleep apnea, comfort on planes and finding clothes. On the other hand, I want to get back to 150 for a smattering of venial reasons. I found power in being a size 6, although it was incomplete and I didn’t know how to use it. For the first time in my life, for whole minutes at a stretch, I felt unassailable.

Regaining weight is natural and, statistically, nearly inevitable. Being prone to obesity is a physical condition like epilepsy or asthma—at best controllable but never curable.

And yet the participants in my blog kept trying to lose and/or maintain weight, just as forty-five million other Americans try each year, dreaming of one or more of the promises of being thin—professional success, romance, clothes, looking normal, approval from loved ones, improved health and mobility.3 However, it is especially painful for me and others like me who took years to lose more than one normal body weight and went through the initiation into normalcy only to lose our way and relapse with significant weight gain. I had maintained a weight of 150 pounds for a year. Why did I and so many other women react to life events by savaging ourselves?

I wanted to answer this question, and I wanted to find my way back to being thin. Could I lose my regained weight and invite readers to come along for the ride, either as witnesses or as participants? And if I couldn’t lose the hundred pounds I’d put on, perhaps I could document why it’s so hard as an offering of reassurance that, no, my readers are not the only ones to regain and get stuck.


 

Two comments have stuck with me every day since 2006.

The first was an enraged troublemaker, those responders that are called “trolls” in cyberspeak. “If y’all are so over your anger or working through it and well on the way to being ‘forgiving’ people (whatever that means), then how come y’all are still stuffing your faces with food guaranteed to wreck your bodies? Where, exactly, does that impulse to self-destruction come from, hmm?”

E. responded directly to what was behind that snottiness. “Sharing is HARD. You bare your soul and hope that someone connects. And here, usually they do.”

But, despite support and therapy, drugs and journaling, self-help books and exercise, why were we all stuffing our faces?

The second comment was harder to absorb, partly because I cried so hard when I read it. “I wouldn’t be alive today if Frances Kuffel hadn’t gained weight back.”

That might be the moment I had to reconsider my weight gain as a positive crisis. Passing for Thin included an apt description of life in a fat body, but as I lost weight in the book, it may have become an arrow to the heart of those who couldn’t cross the line into a normal size. Poster Girls can be motivators, but they can also be accusers.

In Passing for Thin, I tried to tell readers that if I could lose weight, anyone could. However, my blog took on a new mission of putting words to the feelings of failure and shame of regaining weight or being unable to lose it, and of getting on with life as I carried that knowledge. The responses showed how much women needed to speak out about their day-to-day struggles with food and their bodies in the context of their lives, and that they needed each other to understand and share their struggles. I have that in my twelve-step program, but it’s a luxury only those desperate enough to dedicate themselves to such an endeavor get. While many of the commercial diets include counseling sessions along with weigh-ins, online bulletin boards, and discussion threads, what I saw in my blog was different. Such venues don’t parse the minutia of negotiating life—a toddler’s meltdown, panic over a dissertation proposal, or an episode concerning sizism on Boston Legal—as part of negotiating our relationships with our food and our bodies.

I’ve never advocated that a twelve-step program is the only way to lose weight, leaving my recommendations to “whatever works for you.” But I’ve discovered that this Weight Thing is clearly easier to bear within a system of sisters. That I, the most meager of icons, had fat feet of clay provided permission for other women to stand up with the safety of anonymity and say, “Me, too,” and then go on to say a whole lot more.

One of the questions writing this book has forced me to confront bluntly is where, exactly, does my responsibility for my weight lie? Am I exonerated because of biology, the pain of my history, and/or my dysthymic depression? Or will losing weight contribute to the remission of those conditions?

In the name of all the women I’ve spoken to or heard from, the broadest answer I can find is that the first steps in taking responsibility are to name the problem and then own it. The blog world was a chance to own and share our weight problems. Even if we stayed in the ownership stage too long, each of us was more conscious than ever before of what we as individuals needed to do next. I read as women went into therapy for the first time, signed up for their first marathon, left smothering marriages, went on hospital Medifasts, had gastric bypass, joined twelve-step programs, went on antidepressants, got pets, went back to school. Those choices were the next step in the maze of losing and sustaining weight loss.

 

Another subject this book has prompted me to examine closely is what authentic life is and how it relates to what we weigh and what we eat. Authenticity is popularly defined as living by one’s core values, which should produce a sense of being at ease with the world and one’s missions in life. Aspects of authenticity include:



	Being open to experience without censorship or distortion

	Living fully in the moment, so the self feels fluid rather than static

	Trusting inner experience to guide behavior

	Feeling free to respond rather than automatically react to life events

	Taking a creative approach to living, rather than relying on routine and habit.4



Using fat and what I call wrong-eating as a barrier to the outside world impinges on these characteristics. And yet fat women and compulsive wrong-eaters have accomplished great things. The question of authenticity splits at this point. Is genius exempt? Did Gertrude Stein fail herself, or would she have been more if she had been less? Or did being fat and overindulging shape her ability to live without regard to social norms but in compliance with her own creative instincts?

The desire to be at peace with ourselves and the world is not unique to the women who fall into the category of Angry Fat Girlz, but it is a more agonizing search because there are more extremely difficult hurdles of different sorts to overcome. Do doughnuts prevent me from hearing the truths going on around me? Are these fifty pounds keeping me from trying a master swim class? Are these fifty pounds why I didn’t get the ER nursing job I interviewed for?

And, conversely, does the search for authenticity we hope dieting will further intervene in living fully? Will my commitment to weight loss continue to isolate me, now in new ways? Can I survive the family reunion with all those desserts around or should I cancel? Have I missed seeing a neighbor because I was looking at the reflection of my new figure in a car window? The what/how/why we eat and what we weigh can be broken into a million Freudian interpretations and causes, but they combine into two fuels that combust when they meet—denial and shame. Double the shame when the woman has relapsed and regained weight, and don’t try to quantify the anger. I lied through my wistful teeth when I defined the Angry Fat Girlz blog manifesto as being, “We’re not angry at a world that doesn’t like fat people, or angry at ourselves. We’re angry at our fat, our eating, our reasons for eating.” I wanted my weight-and-binge worrying comrades to forgive themselves, certainly. We are all working against biology in the endeavor to control our mouths and pounds, but my anger at what prompts me to eat and at allowing it to get the upper hand was a screed written across the 250 pounds I weighed in March 2006. And despite having a lover at the time and piles of Fat Lady catalogs with nice clothes and open credit lines, I was angry that pretty, feminine, sexual, wantable started somewhere under size 18. I was even angrier at not knowing if that social standard was an external or internal pressure, although I had evidence and a therapist that suggested I put those adjectives aside.

I leave it to my readers to decide these matters of responsibility, authenticity, anger, self-denial, rejection, and girliness for themselves. In Eating Ice Cream with My Dog I can only speak for myself and the four women I got to know so well that they share the story of a year of trying to dig out of relapse with me.

IV. The Truth about the Angry Fat Girls

Truths are complicated because truth is both an ideal and an idea, the latter of which has confounded humankind through 2,400 years of debate from Socrates to Pope Benedict XVI. The definition of truth includes conformity to fact and fidelity to a standard. The word derives from the Old English tr[image: image]owth,” which connotes loyalty, honesty, and good faith. But history has proven that truth is malleable, and it only takes a reexamination of an issue such as the Jim Crow laws to see how easily truth changes—and loses—meaning.

A fact is “information presented as objectively real,” and it derives from the Latin factum, meaning a deed or an act. A fact is a single thing. The standards against which it is held make up the fluid truth.

In my love for and sometimes frustration with my friends, I have written and interpreted with tr[image: image]owth but I also relied on verisimilitude, which is the appearance of truth. The characters Mimi, Wendy, Katie, and Lindsay are based on real people—my dear friends—but are an amalgam of facts and informed guesswork on my part and on theirs about each other’s thoughts and motivations. To protect their privacy, I have changed their names, the names of the people in their lives, and their specific locations. I also changed their professions and interests, instead creating fictions that are parallel to their real lives and reflect their truths. I have done this in close consultation with them, constantly asking, “Does this feel right?” One of the Girls has actually taken up the fictional corollary I created for her as a real-life undertaking.

As a memoirist who stuck to the bones of facts in my first book, I know that facts accumulate more facts, like dog hair or a good fit of the giggles, always growing, always piling up. I have a healthy distrust of facts because of this messiness, because they give way to new facts and, therefore, become moving targets of truth, which are still always there, in the background, as static, haunting, and untrue as your sixth-grade crush’s name inscribed in cement.

If I have had to bargain truth against facts in the pact I made in exchange for the privilege of complete access to four women’s lives, I have written about myself in the primary definition of truth, in conformity to fact, except for changing some names.


I have not changed the weight histories, relationship status, and ages of Katie, Lindsay, Mimi, Wendy, or myself. Here are some facts from March 2006:


Frances Kuffel: Fifty years old, five feet eight inches, ever single

Current weight: 250 pounds, size 24

Lowest weight as an adult, at age forty-seven: 148 pounds, size 6–8

Maintained for fourteen months

Top weight, at age forty-two: 332 pounds, size 32

Pounds to lose: 100




Katie Monhan: Forty years old, five feet six inches, divorced

Current weight: 427 pounds, size 5X

Lowest weight as an adult, at age thirty-seven: 140 pounds, size 8

Maintained for one year

Top weight, at age forty: 427 pounds, size 5X

Pounds to lose: 262




Lindsay Longhetti: Thirty-five years old, five feet seven inches, married with no children

Current weight: 172 pounds, size 12–14

Lowest weight as an adult, at age twenty: 132, size 8–10

Maintained for three years

Top weight, at age twenty-nine: 220 pounds, size 16–18

Pounds to lose: 16




Mimi Barth: Fifty-two years old, five feet three inches, ever single

Current weight: 260 pounds, size 22–24

Lowest adult weight, at age twenty-three: 145 pounds, size 14

Maintained for three months

Top weight, at age forty-six: 340 pounds, size 5X

Pounds to lose: 80





Wendy Wicks: forty-seven years old, five feet nine inches, separated but not divorced

Current weight: 270 pounds, size 20–22

Lowest adult weight, at age twenty-nine: 198 pounds, size 16–18

Maintained for two years

Top weight, at age forty-five: 339, size 26–28

Pounds to lose: 90




Total combined weight-loss goal in pounds: 548



Here is some additional information you can carry into reading this book.

Katie is, in a word, nuts, which made for difficult conversations. There is some inability in her to narrate in a straight line and, a native Californian who speed-talks like a Brooklyn lawyer, she relies on how things feel. Finding out what those things were or when they happened was like pulling teeth. I think she assumed I knew more about her than I did. Writing this book has involved more phone calls to get Katie’s time line right than with any other interviewee.

There’s a twelve-step adage that fits Katie perfectly: When a non-addict gets a flat tire, she calls AAA, but when an addict gets a flat tire, she calls 911. Katie is the crisis queen of the book, and sometimes every movement, every encounter, every thought was a physical and emotion hurdle that she had to be coached through.

In Katie’s world, there were few people on her side and no one who understood her for long. These feelings proved themselves to be both true and untrue, but she always waited for a friend to become an enemy and for insensitivity to show itself. Her story isn’t tangled into the friendships that developed between Lindsay, Mimi, and Wendy because she distrusts klatches in which it’s too easy to form sides. She knew that I viscerally understood her physical condition, and she trusted me for my brutal self-revelations in print and in cyberspace; I understood that Katie was someone in need of the pampering that a lot of fat women don’t get and cheerleading that, partly through her tense wait for disappointment, was missing in her life.

Katie was the most childlike of the five Angry Fat Girls, unable to wait to open a present on Christmas or her birthday, demanding to know what someone thought of the present she sent. She loved kids and doing kid things like going to the zoo. Our senses of humor were most alike, and we turn sarcastic and gritty when we talk to each other. Almost from the start we adopted a nasal drone in greeting each other. I always knew it was Katie calling when I heard the drawn-out, shallow vowels of my name: “Fraaann—cesss…”

Katie is as Irish as the Hills of Tara, although she wishes that she came from a Brooklyn Jewish family. She has auburn hair and sparkling green eyes, freckles and a big smile. At her highest weights, as was true for all of us, her face was dwarfed by her body, but she was lucky in that her eyes had never been swallowed up in fat, although they appear big when she’s thin—as does her nose. Thin isn’t always fair.

Wendy was the most eager to be interviewed, and she was the one case of hero worship among the Angry Fat Girls, an attitude that embarrasses me (I’d failed, after all), scares me (I am not Jesus, the Oracle of Delphi, and Sigmund Freud rolled into one person), and sometimes makes me distrustful (I have no star for you to hitch your wagon to). Interviews were difficult both because she’s hard of hearing and because she had a hardcore, deep-woods Virginia accent. Her words could get mangled between these two facts, and her voice often sounded like the unfortunate cliché of fingernails on a blackboard. Writing was often her preferred métier but she tended to get wrapped up in her sense of humor, which I didn’t always share. But I have laughed genuinely at her writing when it’s about her quirky history. The question she posed to her father about whether she’d ever eaten possum or the fight she had with her mother about her messy car in the church parking lot: this was Wendy at her most authentic.

Wendy is the most socially driven of the five of us. We met during her protracted separation from her husband when she was desperate to find a boyfriend. A prodigious reader, music buff, TV and movie watcher, Wendy subscribes to the New Yorker, is obsessed with Queen Victoria, and haunts the National Gallery of Art whenever she gets up to Washington, D.C. My first poetry teacher, Richard Hugo, called such people “culture vultures,” and it means that their drive is more class-and in-crowd-driven than it is thirsty curiosity. As a culture vulture, Wendy is the least introspective of the Angry Fat Girls. Her bouts of distress, I learned, often started off about one thing only to morph into another as I pressed further into what was bothering her. She might call in tears over a conversation with her boss when it was seeing her ex-boyfriend’s girlfriend the day before that was at the root of her wailing. When the AFGs suggested that she needed to fill the hole he left in her life, she would talk about online dating or harder workouts at the gym to lose more weight. It didn’t occur to her that taking a class or finding a church or taking bridge lessons—i.e., not filling the ex-boyfriend hole by finding another boyfriend who’s really meant to make the ex-boyfriend jealous—was a permanent way of filling a hole.

Wendy is the only Angry Fat Girl who has never been thin in her adult life. Among the many and complicated feelings I have for her is a physical retraction in her presence, and this demonstrates how well I lie to myself. I’m five feet eight inches, not a shrimp, but Wendy is a couple of inches taller and she seems so big despite our being closest in clothing size among the AFGs. She is rawboned and lantern-jawed, and she has a long stride and keeps her head down when she walks as though her destination was clear and near, giving a sense of hurry that takes up yet more metaphorical room.

Her favorite thing about herself is her red hair. She is prettiest when she is grinning; it softens her face.

As the instigator of Angry Fat Girlz and a compulsive reader of other blogs, Wendy had the scoop on what the respondents’ real names were on Amazon and on our shared blog, what each did for a living, if they were married, if they were happily married, what method they were using to lose weight, and how well it was working. Every holiday merited a card, every bout of blues was a summons to leave her desk and call the person in crisis, every item of clothing that became too big was passed on to someone a size beyond her. She was and is underemployed and bored, generous and sympathetic, eager to learn and devoid of the innate talent for self-study, and starving for love. Such a personality could be dazzling and overwhelming.

I loved Mimi from the start. She is fact oriented and pragmatic. Her email signature never varied: “Sometimes men are just stupid,” and it was a philosophy for her rather than an accusation. It meant, “Pull yourself together. Learn to stand on your own two feet. Depend on no one for free help or sympathy. Trust your own kind.”

Mimi is irreproachable. That was her ironic summary of what it meant to be the oldest child and a girl in her family. “You’re right, I guess,” I conceded to her admonition that I couldn’t afford to bid on a mink coat on eBay.

“Of course I am,” she chirped in her smug Mary Poppins voice that is saved by a combination of irony and girlishness. “I’m perfect.”

Also part of being the oldest was how hard she worked in one profession, making her the most tenured and stable of the five of us. She has moved around all her life, living in Tennessee, Texas, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Vermont, and while she has some close professional friends, she has few personal friends, preferring her own company so that she can cook, garden, work on her blogs and website, and pursue her many interests. Mimi and I get excited about Chinatown and the Qi Gong massage joint on Grant Street, share a love of Christmas festivities, and have similar tastes in movies. I consider her my closest all-round friend. There are friends who might know me better, but they weren’t present for me in the way that Mimi was—my best friend from first grade and I rarely touch base, for example, and B.J. is my best bud on the streets of Brooklyn Heights but is mercurial and prone to grudges. Yet Mimi, who probably has fewer friends than I, would not say the same of me.


Mimi is the prettiest of the AFGs. She has the looks of a Victorian German doll—a lustrous, porcelain complexion, blonde hair, blue eyes, and a pensive sweetness. She has a sexy voice, smooth as maple syrup, girlish, but backed up by intelligence and confidence.

I liked and admired Lindsay from our first conversation. She is a perpetual student, simultaneously seeing herself as a slacker and the lifeblood of practicality in her marriage and in her Italian family. She was working on a doctorate during the time I wrote this book and was an invaluable resource for literary theory and a support via the daily early morning phone calls we made while working on our writing commitments. Lindsay was the most cautious interviewee I had. She, like Mimi, is an old soul. It is hard to remember that she is nearly twenty years my junior. She is fresh-faced and wears her dark hair long and straight, owning the prerogative of a jock and graduate student’s exemption from primping.

Despite her managerial talents, Lindsay has a streak of naïveté, partly because of her age. She had been to her grandmother’s hometown in Italy and to Boston when we started Angry Fat Girlz, but had lived in Ohio her entire life and married straight out of college. There was an apparent safety net as she dabbled around trying to figure out what to do with her English degree. When I compared her to us other Girls, I didn’t have the same sense of walking a tightrope with little training for the stunt. Was it because her weight had never achieved superobesity? Was it because her family was near at hand? Or was it that, in a crisis, Lindsay’s practicality and self-protection take over? There is little spillage when she is in duress and she looks doggedly for answers to painful problems. Joining the Spiritualist Church may not appear to be a practical way to mend a marriage that is in trouble and yet Lindsay found a deep sense of connection there that helped give her the strength to seek out remedies for the specific problems she and her husband faced.

Over time, I saw us assuming roles in our small circle. Mimi’s empathy and genius for listening gave her the role of a mother, while Katie, with whom I share a raunchy, vicious sense of humor and a history of intensive therapy and daily antidepressant cocktails, was my twin. Lindsay vacillated between being my older or my kid sister. In complicated, infuriating ways, I feel like Wendy was my daughter.

This is our story—mine, Katie’s, Lindsay’s, Mimi’s, and Wendy’s. Though not completely factual, it is the truth as we lived it.

I hope that you will learn something of the extreme effort of living fat and of dieting from our year of struggle. I hope that you will come away with more compassion or with self-forgiveness when nature wins out over intention. Most of all, I hope that more friendships come out of this book. When women come together in order to tell their stories and their truths, they become collectively strong in their individual weaknesses. That is the positive power of anger. It can open a me-too that we so rarely feel in the horrible loneliness of being fat or diffident dieting. We are none of us either the only one or alone.
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Eating Ice Cream with My Dog







ONE

April

Déjà Vu All Over Again



Here is the truth: one night I got into bed with Daisy, my yellow Labrador retriever, and Malachi, a goofy black Lab who was staying with us for a couple of cramped and restless nights. I had a pint of Ben & Jerry’s chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream. I took a spoonful of the dough part for myself, then a spoon of the vanilla for Daisy and Mally. Mally made a mess of my quilt, but it was time to wash it anyway.

Two nights later I bought another pint of ice cream and shared it with my bedmates. After the second lick or so, Mally scraped the ice cream off the spoon with his front teeth.

No more melted ice cream dripping on the quilt.

I hadn’t realized that Daisy ate ice cream by scraping it off the spoon, the way humans do, until our visiting galoot learned to do the same. I ran into Mally’s owner a few days later and told him the story. A lightbulb floated over his head. “So that’s why Mally went berserkers last night when I took a spoon out of the drawer!”


There were rules I lived by but couldn’t say out loud. Like any functioning alcoholic or closet baser, I kept my addiction in check. One of my rules was not eating sugar during the day. It makes me drowsy and lazy, and because I walk dogs for a living, I need to be alert. Until I had a dog of my own and then three or four more young Labs to jerk me around, I didn’t know the menace of the streets. There is a bloodthirsty Akita two blocks down, and there are chicken bones in gutters; joggers swing their arms crazily on the Promenade, and there are babies who don’t understand dog kisses everywhere.

Another truth is that by not eating sugar during the day, there was a slight chance I wouldn’t at night. In truth there is hope.

But after arguing with dogs, my hands rough from exposure to four months of winter, my back and hips aching, I spent my nights in the pacifying arms of Entenmann’s, Ben & Jerry’s, Cinnamon Life Cereal, European rice pudding, and the occasional order of Fascati’s chicken Parmesan with garlic bread.

You’d think my awareness that eating makes me drunk and non-reactive, that my dog has learned to eat neatly from a spoon and fork, would be red flags for how indiscriminate my reasoning had become. It wasn’t. Something as quiet and unfunny as a fact—a number—would have to knock me back to the truth of myself.

My résumé is full of facts that dance crazily across a contrary map of truth.

Take, for instance, the fulfillment of my lifelong desire to publish a book. I had no subject for a book until I lost 188 pounds, going from a size 32 to a size 6, after forty-two years of obesity. It was sold and published. Destroying the satisfaction I should have taken from years of my writing apprenticeship took cunning and craft.

But I did it. By the time I sat next to Bob Greene while Oprah grilled Winona Judd on the whys and hows of her rotundity, my upper arms and breasts felt like overstuffed sausage meat in my size 16 red velvet dress. I had terrible gas from the chocolate-covered almonds I’d eaten the night before and was full of resentment because sharing the green room with Bob Greene meant I didn’t dare eat the pastries they provided for guests.

Needless to say, the camera did not turn to me for my thoughts on the matter.

My opinion would have made for terrible viewing. You can lose weight, Winona, I would have said, but you’ll gain it back.

Still, I think that pontificating with Hoba Kotb on the Weekend Today Show about how much better my life was with 188 fewer pounds to heave around, then watching my Amazon rating go to twelve that afternoon while eating an entire key lime pie, is guerilla sabotage raised to a high art, don’t you?

Some few weeks after the dogs’ and my ice cream social, as March made its false promises, I house-sat two Italian greyhounds. As I waited for them to pick at their food, I wandered around the apartment looking at knickknacks and art choices and the absence of a bookcase. (I wasn’t snooping, in case you wonder about dog walkers coming into your home. I have enough trouble with the privacies and troubles of my own life to creep into anyone else’s.) There was a scale in the bathroom. While the dogs jetéed merrily around my feet, I decided to step onto the scale.

Foolish, foolish me.

The digital readout settled squarely at 250.

My one-hundred-pound gain cracked the air. Smoke curled from my toes where they framed the infamous number. The once-adoring greyhounds turned into creatures from Hieronymus Bosch swarmed up my legs like hungry accusing succubae. I’d ignored tsking mirrors and grouching body aches, but the scale spoke the fact.

One hundred pounds in three years. Before that, four years of dieting and maintaining, an adventure that commenced on March 9, 1998. That morning on the borrowed scale was March 11, 2006.

I had lost my body. In getting so big again, I had shrunk to planning the next binge. I stepped off the scale not as Frances Kuffel but as One Hundred Pounds in Three Years Kuffel.


I had only one option: I was going to have to rescramble the facts and lose this weight and, somehow, get my self back into living color.

I’d gotten thin through the confederacy of a twelve-step program I fondly call the “Stepfords.” My original sponsors, Katie and Bridget, had moved away from New York, so when I saw the numbers on the scale, I called one of the last old-timers from the meetings, known by twelve-step members as the “Rooms,” I habituated. Twenty years earlier, Patty had stopped fifteen years of vicious bulimia with the help of the Stepfords. She had the longest recovery of anyone left in the meetings I attended, although her largest size had been a mere eighteen.

Early in April, as I was beginning to interview women for this book, I dug up my Stepford phone list and called her. “You have to sponsor me.”

“I don’t really have time for more sponsees,”5 she said. “I can take your food until you find a sponsor, though.”6

“You don’t understand. You are my sponsor now. You don’t have a choice. You’re the only person I know with the recovery and”—here my voice broke—“the kindness I need.” I had gained weight by eating sugar and flour. I was, therefore, bad—immoral, in a state of mortal sin, as corrupt as the last four presidents combined—and I needed not only forgiveness but benevolence in order to mend my evil ways.

“Okay,” she said, her voice softening, “can you call me at five fifteen tomorrow morning?”

In three minutes I was back in Program.7


Twelve-step thinking tends to be black-and-white—you’re clean8 or you’re not, and “clean” doesn’t have much credibility until you have ninety days. The home meeting9 I attended had changed. My posse had largely disbanded, and there wasn’t much talk of weight loss. I’d been taught to keep my mouth shut for the first ninety days of abstinence, to listen rather than speak in meetings, where foods are never specified10 and the emphasis is on “hope, strength, and experience.” I had plenty of the latter but very little hope or strength.

A week into working with Patty, she told me to write a history of my relapse. I did so on my Amazon blog. It was a rambling thing but people responded, and those readers gave me the company and support that I’d been missing in my current life of windchills, dogs, sugar, and wobbling abstinence. Blogging also made me more real to myself.

 

Katie was deliberating on the practical matter of her suicide.

She had already chosen the date—May 29, six weeks away, both sensible and sensitive: her brothers and mother wouldn’t have to remember separate dates for her fortieth birthday and her death.

That was easy, she thought as she slipped her fingers along the edges of a box of carrot cake. The top lifted at a forty-five-degree angle. She took a forkful of frosting from the edge of the cardboard platter and allowed her attention to wander to the subject of packaging. Was it possible that Entenmann’s intended these fragile lids to dent like this so that consumers had no choice but to finish off the box in one go? “I wouldn’t put it past them,” she said to the living room wall, and kicked back in her La-Z-Boy. She stabbed into the cake and returned to the business of her death. Where she would do it was dictated by how, and how continued to dizzy her with possibilities.

She’d tried pills, and she certainly didn’t want a repetition of the scenes with her family, the hospital, and shrinks that method had caused three years earlier. A gun would pretty much wipe out the good intentions of May 29, as would razor blades. In any case, neither had ever been serious options.

There was nothing cleaner than pulling a James Mason/Spalding Gray—should she take a drive over to Half Moon Bay? But such a dignified death was reserved for those who would sink. Katie would bob in with the tide and find it as hard to get off the shoreline as the proverbial beached whale. Hanging was also the province of the thin—she had visions of bringing down rafters and scaffolding. Throwing herself off some rooftop would flatten anyone or thing she fell on. She didn’t have a garage, so carbon monoxide was a non-option.

The San Mateo Bridge was good—but would she be found?

That was a bad thought. Only crumbs and a scant rime of frosting were left of her cake. Who will find me? Ingrid? As if Ingrid didn’t do enough listening as a psychotherapist, the poor woman had listened to her troubles for three years, listened to Katie at 140 pounds larding up to her most recent weigh-in, on a meat-packing scale, of 427. She couldn’t do that to Ingrid, and because Katie had been fired from her Searles sales rep job the month before, it wasn’t like anyone expected her to show up anywhere, except maybe her DBT classes.11 What would her teacher have to say of her student who gave in to her emotional mind over the supposed reasoning of her wise mind?

Probably that Katie had left an emotional corpse, but that the HMO had been wise for putting her in therapy and was therefore finished with a job well done.

That left dying at home in San Bruno and sending a letter to her mother in Sacramento, which made timing tricky. She’d have to do it before her mother could prevent it but not so early that her mother would find her all smelly and puddly.

Katie shuddered and opened a box of hot cross buns, appropriate for Lent and the fact that she was mourning for two, herself and Christianity.

More than anything, Katie wanted to have choices, and in a year in which her most favorite thing of all, theme cakes (there was nothing like a bûche de Noël or red velvet Valentine’s Day cake with which to acknowledge a holiday going on outside her apartment), seemed to be on strike, carrot versus banana crunch cake was not a choice. There were no circles on the calendar Katie had not bothered to hang. A calendar meant dates to remember, a future to plan, choices to make between movies or job interviews. Carrot cake, German chocolate cake, coconut cake: they had chosen her, and one would follow upon the other as inevitably as breathing. Instinct would not stop her from eating or inhaling, and in pulling the curtains across the affable warmth of April, she had decided to decide what she could.

“She claimed her own life,” Katie rehearsed for her hometown newspaper, grimly acknowledging the irony of her words. Death was an action, a choice, a future. She wanted those things more than she wanted a white sheet cake with green coconut frosting and hard sugar shamrocks. She wanted to own her death. She wanted to leave a corpse, and she wanted her family to know she’d done it while trying to protect their feelings. She wanted dignity, and the most dignified suicide she could think of was Ben Kingsley in his general’s uniform, duct-taping a plastic bag around his neck with deft determination at the end of House of Sand and Fog.

If only she knew what kind of bag he’d used.

At that, she started to cry some more.

 

Mimi’s knee was killing her. The coed on the Weight Watchers scale was asking a lot of questions about losing more quickly, and Mimi would gladly have smacked her if she could keep her place in the line. Surely the girl would know what was coming if she saw Mimi, stocky as a mushroom in black leggings and a red T-shirt, hobbling out of line and aiming straight for her. Isn’t being here torture enough? she wanted to ask the twentysomething married-with-toddler suburbanite behind her. I have a fifty-hour-a-week job, and you’re raising a kid. Why does trying to lose weight have to be a second career?

Mimi had skipped breakfast and water, and forgone her warm chenille tunic for this weigh-in on a Saturday morning when she could be preparing for the holidays coming up. That year, April was busier than Christmas, what with the full Pink Moon Esbat just before Easter, and Beltane Sabbat two weeks later. She could be sharing that divine coffee cake and chorizo omelet at the Union with Lilith, showing her one of the dogwood candles she had molded in the sand and pebbles of White Clay Creek. Lilith and her husband had invited Mimi to celebrate the dogwood by casting a circle of fertility, followed by a ritual hot tub, and Mimi needed fresh whole spices for cookies. With a yawn, she had thought about sleeping in. Her doctor had broached the possibility of supplementing her CPAP machine with sleep apnea medication, although she was kind enough to compliment Mimi on keeping her weight within twenty pounds for the last couple of years. Not so her orthopedist. He had no compunction about informing her that she needed orthoscopy on her right knee this summer with the other to follow within
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