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I Almost Died in the Men’s Room at the Meadowlands Racetrack

Everybody talks about That Moment. The one that changes your life forever. I guess this was mine.

In the summer of 1994, I was twenty-two years old and working as the driver and political aide-de-camp for Garabed “Chuck” Haytaian, speaker of the New Jersey State Assembly. Chuck was running for the United States Senate and he’d planned an ambitious campaign, one for which he and I often would spend fourteen, sixteen, eighteen hours a day driving all over the state of New Jersey, from speech to speech and lunch to lunch, from campaign event to campaign event. Sometimes we covered ten venues a day. It was a crazy schedule but a very exciting time.

I was finishing my history degree from George Washington University and I planned on going to law school. But then this job with Chuck came up, and how could I turn it down? I’d worked in politics since I was a teenager, and being a candidate’s driver is one of the greatest jobs you can get. You get to see and experience all the details of a campaign. You get to see the political process in action, good and bad, and I hoped that, if Chuck won the election, I’d accompany him to Washington. But if he lost? Well, like I said. Law school was always waiting.

Running for office is a tough grind and we worked hard. Chuck and I were up and on the road at five o’clock nearly every morning. I drove him back and forth to events in a souped-up Ford Econoline van we called (you guessed it) the Chuck Wagon. Chuck lived in Hackettstown, which is way up in the northwest part of the state in Warren County, right on the Delaware River. I knew the days were going to be long (they turned out to be practically endless) and I didn’t want to lump a commute on top of all the other hours I was logging. So I rented a small, windowless basement apartment in a neighborhood a few miles away from Chuck’s house. It made my morning drive and evening commute much easier.

Each morning, I’d climb in the van and drive to Chuck’s condo. Chuck would always be ready for breakfast so we’d head to a local bakery called Harpers to order some donuts and coffee. We’d spend a while getting caught up on the news of the day before we left Hackettstown. The donuts at Harpers were pretty outstanding, so sometimes I ordered two. Okay, sometimes three. What can I say? I was hungry. Chuck and I were working hard and our appetites were up. We told ourselves we needed a good breakfast to get ready for the long day ahead.

When we finished eating, we’d walk back out to the parking lot and climb back into the van. The Chuck Wagon’s shock absorbers would groan a little in protest. At that point, I weighed over three hundred pounds. The driver’s seat of the Ford Econoline van suffered the penalty of all those donuts.

Political campaigns often revolve around food. On a typical day, Chuck and I would hit two or three breakfasts followed by two or three lunches. Each time Chuck took the podium to address the crowd, I would stand off in a corner somewhere with a cell phone jammed in my ear, coordinating the next stop along the trail. Meanwhile, people pressed plates of food into our hands wherever we went, and we couldn’t say no. Civic associations, the Kiwanis, the local Chamber of Commerce—they all went to great trouble to organize meetings where elected officials could meet their constituents. It would have been impolite not to eat the food they’d ordered. We appreciated their support, so we ate. Again. And again. And again. Sometimes six or seven times, and that was just during the day. We’d hit two or three dinners each evening on average, and each dinner served was a full course meal. After a long career in politics, Chuck knew how to moderate his eating. Me? Not so much.

When it comes to entrees, political dinners can sort of resemble the meals served in incarceration facilities. Typically, we’d get a plate of chicken or fish or sometimes beef (which was always prime rib). Once in a while, whoever was hosting the event really pulled out the stops and treated us to Italian-themed soirees, Indian cuisine, or—in Chuck’s case—lots of Armenian delicacies. Chuck was one of the highest-elected Armenian-Americans in the nation, and the community rightly embraced him. For dessert, there was always fresh pastry, homemade cookies, and cake.

By the end of each day, Chuck and I were exhausted. We’d climb back into the Chuck Wagon, and I’d crank it up and aim it toward home. From there, I’d drive us back to north Jersey while Chuck sat reading the many reports that had been sent to us from our campaign headquarters over the mobile fax machine.

We usually got back to Hackettstown about ten o’clock at night, and we often went to the Hackettstown Diner where we took a booth, compared notes, and planned the next day’s events. I’d order the roast turkey with gravy. Sometimes I shook things up a bit and ordered the meatball sandwich instead. Finish up. Call for the check. Pay it. Drop tip. Back outside to the parking lot. Into the Chuck Wagon. Start the engine. That was the routine. Most nights, I’d drop Chuck at his house around midnight, wiped out from the day’s events.

Chuck would always end the night excited to be home with his amazing wife Joan, and upbeat about the campaign. He and I had grown close in the course of our work, and I admired his commitment. I thought that Chuck had a lot to offer public service.

Sometimes people would ask me if I would ever run for office—but then, very quickly, they’d say, “Nah. You’re a great behind-the-scenes guy, right?” I used to hear this so often that I started to think so, too. Because that’s what I’d taught myself to say, the role I’d cast myself in. Like I said, I’d always wanted a career in politics. But I was also fat, and I had it in my head that I couldn’t get elected.

At any rate, I’d wave good-bye to Chuck each night and drive the Chuck Wagon back to my tiny, dark apartment in Hackettstown, but I didn’t go directly home. Most nights I still felt hungry, or at least very empty inside (at this point in my life, I hadn’t yet learned how to separate the two). So I’d steer the Chuck Wagon toward the main strip that ran through the center of town and I’d hit the late-night drive-throughs.

Back then Hackettstown had a Burger King right next to a McDonald’s. I’d always hit the McDonald’s first and order extra large fries plus a Coke. Why just fries and a Coke? Because, in my considerable experience, McDonald’s sold superior french fries—thin, salty, perfectly fried–and a Coke was the perfect soft drink to wash all those french fries down.

But that was just the opening act. Once I’d hit the McDonald’s, I would swing the Chuck Wagon back onto the strip, drive about fifteen feet or so, and pull into the Burger King drive-through. At Burger King, I ordered fried chicken sandwiches as well as the estimable bacon double cheeseburger. Because again, in my considerable experience, Burger King fried superior chickens. And they certainly made a superior bacon double cheeseburger.

With those great smelling bags at my side, I’d head home, where I’d sit in my windowless basement apartment and lay out all my purchases on my tiny table. But they didn’t sit on the table for long because I’d practically inhale them. And soon—very soon—I began to feel full. Wonderfully, blissfully, gorgeously full. In practical terms, this meant I was numb enough from stuffing myself that I could fall into bed, grab a few hours’ sleep, get up, and go back to work again. Day after day. And every night, I was able to fill the emptiness I felt with fast food. My depression, if that’s what it was, would disappear for a while.

Until.

In mid-June, I drove Chuck east to the New Jersey Meadowlands just outside New York City. For those of you who aren’t familiar with it, the Meadowlands is a massive sports complex whose buildings have changed a bit over the years. Back in 1994, the indoor stadium was called the Brendan Byrne Arena (today it’s known as the Izod Center). There’s also the famous Meadowlands Racetrack for horse racing—harness and thoroughbred. And of course there was Giants Stadium (which the Jets and the Giants both called home, but we won’t get into that).

At any rate, Giants Stadium was slated to host the upcoming Group E round of the FIFA World Cup that year. Everyone was excited. Sports fans were happy. The media was everywhere. Businesses were gearing up to reap a windfall of profits. It was the perfect place for a candidate to show up and press the flesh. That’s how Chuck and I found ourselves at the famous Pegasus restaurant on the penthouse floor of the Meadowlands Racetrack.

The Pegasus was incredible! The place had a sumptuous interior. Everything was done up in jockey couture—leather, dark woods, polished brass, and marble wherever you looked. While Chuck took a meeting with officials visiting from across the globe, I ambled away from the table and hit the relative quiet of the bar. It seemed like the perfect place to take out my cell phone and check messages. So that’s what I did—or started to, anyway. Before I’d even gotten to voicemail, I was rudely interrupted by deep and shooting pains that hit my chest like a blow from a spear. I gasped and nearly dropped the phone and thought, Whoa! Hold on there, wait just a sec! What the heck was that? We have a problem!

The pains struck again, even harder. Then harder. Sort of like they were answering me. This? the pains seemed to be saying. Why, this is a heart attack, Bill. You’ve heard about them—everyone has—and this is what they feel like!

I panicked. I didn’t know what to do, so I rushed to the door of the men’s room, yanked it open, and stumbled inside.

Thank God the bathroom was empty. The pains struck again and I thought, I’m dying! This is it, I’m dying, I’m dying at the Pegasus restaurant. Good Lord, here I go …

Barreling straight to the sink, I turned on the cold water tap full blast and shoveled the water onto my face. I was scared. No, that’s not exactly right. I was absolutely terrified. I couldn’t believe what was happening.

My God, I thought. I’m twenty-two years old and I thought I’d have so much time. But here I am having a heart attack in a men’s room out at the Meadowlands and this awful Muzak keeps playing over and over and I hate it and I’m dying. This is what dying feels like. It’s worse than elevator music…

It was not a very good moment for me.

The pains hit again and I stood there, clutching the lip of the marble sink, gasping like I’d just run a mile (it was really more like fifty feet … well, okay, maybe forty). Breathe, I told myself. Just breathe. I remember lifting my head and staring into the mirror, which confused me. It took me a second to recognize what I was seeing. I didn’t understand why there was a bright pink soccer ball where my head should be. Then the soccer ball blinked and I remember nearly fainting. Wait a minute! I thought. That’s me! That’s my face! I’m fat, and I’m dying because I’m so heavy.

So I stood there with one hand clutching my chest. I waited to die … but it didn’t happen. The pains gave a tweak, then a half-hearted twinge, and then they gave up and began to subside. I can’t even say I felt any relief. Just this incredible, lingering shock that seemed to stop the world on its axis, leaving everything strange and still, but tilted at odd angles. It was the way it feels right after you’ve survived an auto accident (which I had done) or a fall down the stairs.

I took a few minutes to gather myself and staggered back out to the dining room. Chuck was just getting ready to go; he was shaking hands all around. I joined him in saying good-bye to all and we left the Pegasus.

As we walked toward the car, I remember very clearly thinking, I’m the fat kid who almost died. Right over there in the men’s room.

I thought of the face that I’d seen in the mirror and that’s when I realized I had to change. I’d been given a second chance at life. But would I take it? That was the question. Really, that’s always the question.

My Moment had arrived.


I Think I Know Why You’re Here

Why did you pick up this book? Why are you reading these words right now? I think I know. It’s not that hard to figure out. I chose the title to resonate with a certain group of folks—people, like me, whose lives have been defined by our size. People who are fat. Maybe you’re just a few pounds overweight. Maybe you’re like I was: a lot of pounds overweight. Either way, we’ll use the same term. We’re all fat, and we want to get fit.

But it’s not so easy, is it? Trust me, I know. I’ve been there. It’s tough. Or, no—I’m sorry, I take that back. Tough is just the beginning. Getting fit is one of the hardest challenges life can throw at you. Sometimes you try and you try and you try but it just doesn’t seem to work. Which makes you lose faith. Which makes you lose hope. Which makes you give up. Which makes life seem awful. I get it. I’ve been there. I know.

Maybe you’re in a bad spot right now. Maybe you’re frustrated. Maybe you’re scared. Maybe you’ve simply given up hope, or maybe you know someone who has (maybe you picked up this book for them).

Am I right?

Look, if I’m wrong, I apologize. Put this book down and walk away. I wish you well on your journey. But if I’m right, then I think we should talk. Because you’re the person I wrote this book for. You and me and people like us. You’re not alone. Not anymore.

If I’m right about who I think you are, you’re looking at the road ahead, and you think it’s too far to walk. You’re looking at your body and wondering how you could ever possibly lose that weight. Maybe it’s always been there, like a reassuring friend. Maybe you’ve tried to lose it before and you’ve failed. Maybe you think that you’ll try again and fail a second time. Or a third. Or a fourth. A fifth or a sixth. Maybe a part of you has started to think that being fit—being “normal” (whatever that means) or alive—is only for other people. Not you.

So how can a guy like me help you? Because I made my journey from fat to fit, and I did it without bariatric surgery. Without drugs. Without trendy exercise equipment. Expensive products. The latest diet craze. Sadly, the list of fakirs and false prophets in this game of getting fit goes on and on and on.

I lost my weight using common sense. And if I can do it, so can you.


The Doctor Will NOT See You Now

There’s something I need to get straight right off the bat. Actually, a couple of things. For starters:


	I am not a medical doctor—I have deep respect for those folks who are. I cannot and will not dispense medical advice. Couple everything I say in this book with your doctor’s advice and counsel.

	I am not a guru—frankly, I distrust gurus. I have a profession outside of this field. Which means that I’m probably just like you, someone whose job demands much of his time. Who maintains other interests.

	I don’t hold degrees in nutrition, body mechanics, or exercise—everything that I’ve learned so far has come through my own experience as a fat person getting fit. So that’s the perspective I’ll talk to you from. The place that I’m writing from.



Apart from this book, I’m not trying to sell you anything. I don’t take endorsements from exercise products or health clubs or anything like that. I don’t want you to watch my reality TV show. I don’t even have a reality TV show.

So who am I? Like I said: I’m just a guy who lost a lot of weight and found a way to keep it off. How did I do it? I used common sense tips. Some dedication. Some education. An amazing support network. And, okay, I think I can give myself this: a deep and lasting commitment. In other words, I wouldn’t give up. I told myself I deserved to be fit, and then I followed through. I was never going back to that men’s room. Never ever again.

But just so I’m clear: I did not spend a fortune. I didn’t apprentice myself to some mystic who taught me ancient weight-loss secrets. I don’t work out for three hours a day. I love my life. I love staying fit. I’m having a great time. So can you. I truly believe that everyone deserves to live the life they envision for themselves, and that’s why I’d like to share my findings with you. I want to help you to get where you want to be: a healthier, happier, fitter you.

If this sounds like something you’re interested in, fantastic. Keep reading. I think we’ll have lots to discuss. But the first thing I want to acquaint you with is a set of pretty scary facts.


Obesity Is a National Health Crisis

You’ve heard it on the TV news and read about it in the papers. Nowadays it seems like every major print magazine and television program has told the same story time and again: American waistlines have started to bulge, and they’re showing no signs of stopping.

In fact, as I write this book, the latest studies indicate that more than two-thirds of American adults are overweight. That’s right, I said over two-thirds. The same studies say that over one-third of adult Americans are clinically obese.1 Let’s pause here and figure out what that means.

If you really wanted to, you could find out whether you’re technically overweight or obese by calculating your body mass index (BMI). Your BMI is a number. Think of it as a score that ranges from 18 and under to 35 and over. Your BMI score indicates how much body fat you carry based on normal heights and weights for adult men and women. Typically, a person is considered overweight if their BMI falls between 25 and 29.9. A BMI over 30 indicates obesity. Calculating your BMI is easy. Just visit a website set up by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services at www.nhlbisupport.com/bmi.

But remember this: Your BMI score isn’t some absolute. For instance, people who are very muscular will often have a high BMI, but it doesn’t mean that they’re overweight. Their bodies are heavier than most, more dense, but that’s with muscle, not fat. And BMI doesn’t take into consideration, for example, elderly people who’ve lost a lot of muscle tissue but carry a lot of fat instead. So I’m telling you: Don’t get hung up on these numbers. If you check out your BMI at all, I recommend using it as a benchmark, and that’s it.

And really, your BMI is irrelevant from the most important point of view. It doesn’t matter what technical classification you fall into. I knew I was fat back then. You know you’re carrying too much weight now. You know it better than anyone. You can feel the weight dragging you down every day, and maybe it’s making your life pretty hard. Maybe it’s making you miserable. Maybe you have those moments like I did, moments when you’re alone in the basement, depressed and eating fast food. To which I say that’s a good first step. Knowing that you’re miserable and wanting to feel better each day is all the motivation you need to start losing weight and keep it off. Not just for a few weeks, by the way, or a few months, or even a year or two. I mean getting the weight off and keeping it off for good. For the rest of your life.

Who cares if you’re clinically overweight as opposed to clinically obese? Either condition puts you at risk to develop some really awful health problems, the most common of which include:


	type 2 diabetes

	hypertension and high LDL (or “bad” cholesterol, which often leads to heart disease and strokes)

	certain forms of cancer, notably breast, kidney, colorectal, and endometrial cancer

	nonalcoholic fatty liver disease

	gallbladder disease

	sleep apnea and other breathing problems

	osteoarthritis, in which your cartilage, bones, and joints start to degenerate as they’re literally crushed under the weight of your body

	for women, menstrual irregularities and complications during pregnancy2



Wow. None of that sounds really good, am I right? And the situation’s bound to get worse. In fact, I’m willing to bet that the average American’s weight has increased. Scales are tipping. Waistlines have grown. Complications from being fat have risen into the stratosphere. And why not? Obesity has reached epidemic proportions by the clinical definition of the word. In other words, in battling our weights, modern Americans face a disease that’s our generation’s equivalent of polio, smallpox, and tuberculosis rolled into one. And the costs incurred by battling this epidemic are staggering. For instance, consider that:


	The United States experienced a 76 percent increase in adult onset type 2 diabetes for people in their thirties since 1990 (as a disease, type 2 diabetes is perfectly preventable given proper diet, nutrition, and exercise).3

	Within the same short period, we’ve seen a 70 percent rise in cardiovascular diseases related to obesity.

	In 2001, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and several independent assessors agreed that the economic toll attributable to obesity in the United States hit a staggering $75 billion that year. In 2008, the CDC revised its figures saying that costs has risen to $147 billion.4 What do you think the costs are now? How high do you think they have climbed? Read the next bullet point.

	One study published in December 2010 by the Society of Actuaries pegged the revised economic toll as being $270 billion per year! Think about that for a moment. From $75 billion in 2001 to $270 billion in 2010 … that’s nearly a fourfold cost increase in less than a decade! The authors of the Society of Actuaries’ study say that close to half this money goes to excess medical care. Other allocations include loss of national productivity due to increased mortality and economic loss of productivity due to workers’ disability. Furthermore, the authors note that, of these sums, approximately one-third are derived from persons being overweight, while closer to two-thirds are actually caused by obesity.5



Also according to the CDC :


	Obese children carry an increased risk of developing a wide variety of physical and psychological disorders.

	Overweight adolescents have a 70 percent chance of becoming overweight or obese adults.

	Obese adults have a 50 to 100 percent increased risk of premature death from all causes. Think about what that means: a 100 percent chance. Those aren’t very good odds.



Given all this, it probably comes as no surprise that:


	Various sources estimate that one-quarter of the American population eats fast food at least once every day.

	The average child ages 8 to 18 will spend 13 to 14 hours a week playing video games.

	According to the Pentagon, the number of U.S. troops diagnosed as overweight or obese has doubled since the start of the War in Iraq.6

	Nearly one-third of American children and teens ages 2 through 19 are clinically overweight or obese.7

	In the past 40 years, instances of being considered clinically overweight or obese have more than quadrupled among children ages 6 through 11, and more than tripled among adolescents ages 12 through 19.8

	The direct costs stemming from childhood obesity alone (this number includes such sub-brackets as prescription drugs, outpatient costs, and emergency room treatments) is a staggering $14.1 billion. Obesity-related illnesses cost the Medicare system $19.7 billion in 2008. In the same year, Medicaid paid out $8 billion for the same types of illness while private insurance plans paid $49 billion.9



I’ve listed a bunch of statistics and I hope they got your attention. But right about now, you’re probably thinking, So what? Statistics won’t give me what I want. Statistics won’t make me fit.

Fair enough. I understand your frustration. Remember, I’ve been there, too. You want to move forward, but you don’t know how, so you’re chomping at the bit. In fact, if you’re anything like I was before I lost my weight, you’re probably really frustrated with one thing in particular. I remember it like this: I remember being fat and wondering …


Why Are All These Skinny People Shouting at Me!?!

When I was heavy, it seemed like the world was chock full of thin people telling me I should lose weight. Work harder, they said. Run faster. Eat less. Think this. Do that. Try so-and-so’s product.

These thin people were plastered across every TV screen, smiling and hawking abdominal crunchers and cardio machines and kickboxing videos. I saw them in commercials for the low-fat menu at national chain family restaurants. They leered at me from the covers of books that hyped the latest “science” of weight loss. The chocolate diet! The cabbage diet! And many, many more.

Thin people were everywhere, flashing their sculpted six-pack abs and flexing their muscles and saying things like, “Getting in shape is as easy as watching my video! Buy it now!!”

I never listened to any of them. Sure, they were trying to get my attention, but just the opposite happened. I came to think, Well, what do you know? I didn’t want to hear a thin person telling me I should exercise. Whenever I heard a thin person talking about exercise, I’d think:

Yeah, yeah, lady. Whatever you say. I get it. You’re a size zero. Congratulations.

OR

Whoop-dee-doo, look who won the genetic lottery. Stop rubbing it in my face and get out of my way. I’m hungry and it’s time for lunch …

OR

Sure, man, I see you’re a thirty-inch waist with a fifty-inch chest, I get it. But look at me, will you? JUST LOOK AT ME! I can NEVER be like you!!

Well. I’m not going to talk to you like a thin person telling you you’re fat. Thin people can’t understand what we go through. They don’t really speak the same language. It’s like Thin People are from Mars and Fat People (like me) are from … reality.

I’m going to talk to you as someone who found a way to get thin. Because that’s what I am and that’s what I did. And so can you. I’ve lived through my obesity nightmare. I found a way out. And so can you.

Maybe you don’t believe that. Maybe you’re thinking, I’ve always been heavy and heavy is what I will always be. You know what? I used to think that way, too. I didn’t just wake up fat one day—I’d been heavy all my life … until I decided I had to change. And then I went looking for answers that worked. And then I applied those answers. I found a way to make change stick. And yes, I have to say this again. Not for a month and not for a year. I’m making my change stick for good. And so can you.

You don’t have to spend a small fortune. You don’t have to starve yourself. You don’t have to go home, pull open your refrigerator door, and throw out all your favorite foods. Here’s the secret: You just have to start thinking differently. You just have to change your lifestyle a bit to include a few common sense tips. You have to create new habits. Start doing that and I’ll bet you’ll be shocked. You can lose weight, feel healthier, and gain more energy and confidence almost immediately. You can start becoming the person you’ve always wanted to be. Right now.

I just mentioned a word we’re going to find ourselves using a lot—lifestyle. We’re going to figure out what it really means, and how it’s the key to keeping you fit. But before we get into that, I want you to know exactly where I’m coming from. I want you to know how hopeless my battle with weight always seemed, how growing up as a fat kid made me feel. Because maybe you’ve been there. Maybe you get it. And maybe you need to see that you’re not alone.

Let me take a moment to tell you about …


The Perils of Being Fat and Young

I remember one time when I was talking to a friend, and I was saying (as I just said to you) that being overweight is an American epidemic. This friend replied:


Bill, you’re wrong. You say that being overweight is a deadly disease, but you know what? Being overweight is worse than contracting a deadly disease. Because being heavy carries a different stigma. People are usually sympathetic when they find out you have an illness. But no one’s sympathetic when you’re heavy. They think you lack willpower, character, courage.



So true! This friend of mine was right. He’d hit the nail right on the head, in fact, at least from my experience.

When I was overweight, that’s exactly the kind of discrimination I faced from lots of people who weren’t battling their weight. Most of them never openly stated their contempt. Polite society prefers that we hide such prejudices. But it was always there in the way they looked at me. In the subtle asides they used to make, or the things they didn’t say (which often could be just as painful, maybe even more so).

I’ll state this very simply: The shame invoked by being heavy can be crippling. Lots of times people don’t know how to deal with it. They feel as though they can’t turn to anyone for help or sympathy—not their family or friends. They feel like no one’s willing to lend them a supportive ear. This can make you feel isolated. Terribly, awfully alone. And the contempt society often heaps upon heavy people is remarkably hypocritical.

Somehow it’s acceptable to mock fat people. But how would we react if we saw that same scathing contempt aimed at cancer patients, or heart disease patients? I think you know the answer to that. I think you know how rightfully detestable society would find such behavior. And yet fat people face this kind of discrimination every day of their lives, and no one says a word about it. If anything, some people contribute eagerly.

The shame I felt about my weight led me to pull some interesting tricks. For instance, here’s a very strong memory I have. At some point—I might have been ten or eleven—my weight had clearly become an issue, so my parents started weighing me at home using a bathroom scale. But I figured out that you could rig the mechanism. The scale had a little wheel that you could play with to move the dial backwards, so that’s what I did. I set the scale so the weight began not at zero but negative 20. My parents didn’t catch on until they took me to see my pediatrician, Dr. John Morgan.

I went to see Dr. Morgan every year for my checkup. I remember he was always very kind to me, and of course as part of my appointment, he’d measure my height and weight. This presented a problem, of course, since there was no way I could creep into Dr. Morgan’s office ahead of time and preset his scale (though I thought about it a lot, and wished I could do it with all my heart).

Well. I remember the numbers came in that year and my parents were shocked. They thought I weighed X. Now I suddenly weighed X + 20. I was caught. Mom and dad figured out what I’d been doing pretty quick, and my oh my were they angry!

Looking back, I can totally understand the awful situation I’d put them in. Their reaction arose from their deep concern. Clearly, their son was heavy, but worse: He was getting even heavier. As if it wasn’t obvious to the naked eye, Dr. Morgan’s chart was always there to lend official confirmation. You know the chart I’m talking about: The one that shows the normal height and weight for a kid as he grows. My height was always in line, of course—that wasn’t the issue at all. But as far as my weight? Well … you know the phrase “off the charts”? Let’s just say that I know where it comes from.

Imagine my parents’ dismay at all this. Remember, this was during the late 1970s or early ‘80s. Back then, no one talked about childhood obesity, or any kind of weight issues. In fact, a lot of talk about health was muted. I knew that my mom had been diagnosed with adult onset diabetes, which she controlled by taking Diabenese pills. My sister, Christine, and I had been adopted from different families. Our biological histories were always a big open question mark. But imagine my parents’ confusion. Dad was thin and mom was thin and so was Christine. What difference did having different biological histories make? Weren’t we all eating the same exact food? When Mom made pot roast for dinner, we all had pot roast. When mom made hot dogs, we all had hot dogs. But I was fat and they were not. So what was going on?

People rarely called me fat. If anything, they avoided that term as though it was a disease in itself. Early on, they told me that I had a little “baby fat.” A few years later, they called me “husky.” Then they started to use the word “stocky.” Finally, they called me “big-boned,” and that one struck me as really weird.

Big-boned? I thought. That’s ridiculous. Elephants are big-boned. So are hippopotami and Tyrannosaurus Rexes. Why don’t we cut to the chase, okay? I’m fat. Do you hear me? I’m fat!

Dr. Morgan would tell me I had to eat healthier, had to exercise. He took great pains to outline these issues, which made an impact on me. For a while. After appointments for annual checkups, I’d feel really bad, go home, close the door to my room, and do sit-ups. But that never lasted. Sit-ups aren’t fun. They also never seemed to work. I’d stop the sit-ups a few days later and fall back into my normal routine (or lack thereof, more appropriately). Which meant that I remained fat.

And because I was fat, life was horrible. These days, I tell people that I never had any friends growing up. They smile and nod and say, “Sure, okay.” I guess they think I’m exaggerating, but I’m not. I had no friends for years. I was the last kid picked (if I got picked at all) for every team in every game I ever played.

The fact is, many thin kids don’t like having fat kids around. This isn’t just my opinion, by the way, there’s a famous study that proves it (we’ll get to that later on). So I mostly hung out with adults. I learned pretty fast that grown-ups aren’t so quick to discriminate against a kid’s weight, especially if the fat kid in question is somewhat intelligent, laughs a lot, and acts like a perfect little adult, which of course I did. Frankly, it’s one of the reasons I got interested in politics.

When I was fourteen, I volunteered at the office of my local congressman, Chris Smith. The congressman and his staff didn’t care that I was fat. I could have been an alien from another planet, so long as I could lick envelopes and make a lot of phone calls. They cared if I could show up on time at campaign events and functions. They cared if I was willing to do the grunt work of politics, the stuff that no one else wanted to do. I was, so we got along fine. In many ways, the folks in Chris’s campaign office were some of my first real friends. They were a caring, supportive family of people who welcomed me with open arms. This was the team behind Chris Smith, one of the country’s leading advocates for human rights. To them, human rights seemed to include fat kids.

So my life with adults was going well, but my life with my peers was awful. Sometimes it was excruciating, like at that terrible point in each school year when we covered gymnastics in phys ed class. It still hurts whenever I think about it. The teachers would haul out the pommel horse and blow their whistles and tell everyone to line up.

Come on, I thought. You can’t be serious. Really? I mean, really?!? Unfortunately, the gym teacher was serious, and to hell with Isaac Newton, right? Apparently, our gym teacher thought that the laws of physics were made to be broken. All I had to do was run right up to that springboard, jump, and I’d end up over the pommel horse (with perhaps the aid of a hot air balloon as well as a heavy-lift harbor crane). And once I’d vaulted the pommel horse, I’d flap my arms and fly away. Who says gravity always wins? Who doesn’t believe in miracles?

And while we’re at it, who can forget the great rope climb? Or the balance beam? Balance? Please. Being a fat kid in high-school gym class felt like having your back to the wall with a blindfold in front of a firing squad. It went beyond embarrassment. It was absolutely crippling. But I smiled. I joked. I deflected. Demurred. I did what I’d always done. I protected the sensitive man inside from all those barbs and acrid jests. I protected the man that no one could see, the one who had hidden himself so well that even I sometimes suspected he’d never existed at all.

Then one day our gym teacher took us running in the park across the street from the school. Well, that was the plan anyway. I couldn’t run. I mean, come on … I got winded walking up one flight of stairs. Running? As in a mile or so? That was a joke, a physical impossibility. I knew it. So did everyone else. But that wasn’t the worst part. Oh no. Not by far. The worst part was passing in front of the teacher and overhearing her tell other students, “Oh, that’s okay if he walks. He can’t run.”

Because I’m fat, I thought. As I write this, I still feel the pain of that moment.

I remember another incident that happened in high school. A day or two after getting elected president of my junior class, I was riding my bike to the house of a friend, where we were going to study for final exams. Riding my bike wasn’t unusual—I did it all the time. But this time on my way back home, I tried to cross the road and—WHAM!—a car smacked into me. The bike went flying and I went flying. We both landed on the pavement. I was bleeding and really hurt.

It was a pretty bad accident, but also a fortunate one. I can say that last part without hesitation because the local hospital was less than a hundred yards away. Also, an ambulance happened to be pulling out of the parking lot at the precise moment I got hit by the car. The paramedics saw what happened and raced right over to help me.

But at that point, I guess my luck ran out because, from there on in, the whole ordeal started to look like a sitcom. The paramedics had to wiggle a backboard under me so they could pick it up and slide me into the ambulance. They got me onto the board okay, but picking me up? Well, that was another story. Remember: These were paramedics, tough folks used to working hard. They sweated. They grunted. They used their legs and kept their backs straight and strained for all they were worth. But they still had a tough time lifting me. Why? You know why. I was fat.

I very clearly remember one of them saying, “Well! He’s a really big boy!”

That comment hurt me a whole lot more than getting hit by the car. It was the way he said it. I’ll never forget that—like an indictment, but worse than that, one that was based on incontrovertible evidence. I was guilty and I knew it.

You know how paramedics ask you questions when they’re busy loading you into the back of an ambulance? They do that to keep you conscious, by the way, but also to make sure you’re still rational, thinking clearly, in charge of your faculties. Well. They asked me my name, and I told them. “Bill.” They asked me where I lived, and I told them that, too. Then they asked me if there was someone at home they should call. I told them my phone number and asked them to please call my mom. Then they asked me how old I was. I told them I was sixteen.

The look on both their faces. They were stunned, I tell you. Just stunned.

“Huh,” said one, and he shot a look at the other. Then both of them looked at the bulk of my body, the massive cake of jiggling flesh they’d somehow managed to heave and shove and muscle into the back of the ambulance.

“Sixteen, huh?” the other one
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