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			To my daughter, Meiren.

			May you always know that you are deeply loved and capable of doing anything you set your heart to.

			This book is part of the story that led me to you.
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			Introduction

			The Moment Everything Changed

			I was twenty-one, 285 pounds, and completely convinced that none of it was my fault.

			That’s how I walked into the NYU Langone Sleep Center that day—expecting validation, maybe a prescription, and definitely not the truth. I was exhausted all the time despite sleeping eight hours a night. I was chugging caffeine just to stay awake in class. I had convinced myself I had a rare sleep disorder. Or maybe sleep apnea, like my dad. Something genetic. Something out of my control.

			“The reason you are snoring and having sleep problems is solely due to one thing: an excess of fat on your neck from being morbidly obese,” the doctor told me flatly across her desk.

			I sat there, stunned and silent. Outside the tall windows, I could hear the distant hum of traffic, car horns, sirens, and life carrying on below. The city was in motion, pulsing forward as always. But inside me, something froze.

			At the time, I didn’t hear concern in her voice; I heard blame. I wanted her to tell me it wasn’t my fault. I wanted her to say this could be fixed with a device or medication. I wanted to feel like a victim of bad luck, not someone being asked to take responsibility. And I was angry—at her, at the system, at the conversation we weren’t supposed to be having.

			I had spent the last year consuming body-positivity and fat-acceptance content. I had internalized the idea that doctors who brought up weight were inherently fatphobic. That focusing on weight was not just unhelpful—it was oppressive. I wanted to believe that. I needed to believe that. And yet, as I made my way toward the subway, something began to unravel inside me.

			At the time, I was also silently struggling with something that had become a daily burden: chronic digestive issues that no doctor seemed able to explain. I had visited multiple gastroenterologists, undergone a colonoscopy, and completed extensive testing for conditions like celiac disease, gluten intolerance, and inflammatory bowel disease. Every result came back normal. But nothing about my life felt normal.

			Each day brought a new episode of debilitating stomach pain, urgent trips to the bathroom, and a growing sense that my body was spiraling out of control. I suffered in silence, assuming I was simply unlucky—genetically predisposed to gastrointestinal problems that had no solution.

			I also believed I was irreversibly lactose intolerant. Even a single sip of cow’s milk—even with the aid of a Lactaid pill—would trigger severe cramping and digestive distress that could last for hours. But I didn’t avoid dairy. I couldn’t bring myself to. Instead, I carried Lactaid pills with me everywhere, stuffing them into every bag and pocket like emergency medicine. I kept consuming dairy over and over again, hoping that the discomfort might lessen or that this time my body would tolerate it.

			When I did try to “cut back,” I swapped milk for trendy alternatives like oat milk—products I didn’t realize were often loaded with gums, stabilizers, and inflammatory oils that only made my symptoms worse. I thought I was making healthier choices, but the truth is I was just cycling through different forms of self-sabotage, looking for workarounds instead of root causes.

			What I didn’t realize then is something I know with deep clarity now: My symptoms were not a sign that my body was broken. They were evidence that my body was inflamed, depleted, and overwhelmed by the way I was living. My daily diet consisted of ultra-processed foods, seed oils, sugary drinks, late-night takeout, and almost no substantive nourishment.

			Years later, after healing my gut through intentional lifestyle changes and nutritional upgrades, I can tolerate dairy with ease. In fact, I now advocate for whole milk and other full-fat dairy products as staples in my diet—foods that are rich in nutrients and deeply supportive of hormonal health and metabolic function. What once triggered pain and chaos in my body now provides strength, energy, and stability.

			Looking back, I see it clearly: My body didn’t need a prescription. It needed restoration.

			But at the time, I had no idea. I thought I was doing my best. And I was still hoping someone else would give me the solution.

			I climbed the stairs from the underground subway platform in Park Slope, Brooklyn, and by the time I reached the sidewalk, I was drenched in sweat and gasping for air. It was the middle of winter, but my coat clung to my skin like a sauna. My legs ached. My heart was pounding. I wasn’t even halfway home.

			By the time I climbed the final two flights to my apartment, I was completely wiped out. I opened the door, collapsed onto the couch, and sat there for nearly thirty minutes, trying to catch my breath and understand how something so ordinary had taken so much out of me. I was only twenty-one, but it felt like I was living in a body decades older than my own. This wasn’t how I imagined the beginning of adulthood would feel. Everything felt heavier than it should have—not just physically, but emotionally too.

			That was the moment I could no longer ignore what was happening. I had been defending a version of reality that simply wasn’t true. And my body, which I had pushed to its limit for so long, was finally demanding to be heard.

			Four years later, everything is different.

			Today, I can climb the stairs of a New York City subway station without breaking a sweat or needing to catch my breath. I move through the world with strength, clarity, and ease. I no longer deal with the chronic pain, daily exhaustion, or gut issues that ruled my life. I sleep deeply. I wake up with energy. And more than anything, I trust myself now, because I kept showing up when it was hard.

			I’ve lost over 130 pounds, but that’s not the most important thing. What matters most is that I finally took control of my life. I stopped outsourcing responsibility. I stopped lying to myself. And I stopped letting other people define what health and happiness should look like for me.

			If you see yourself in these pages, this book is your turning point too.

			This book is for the woman who knows, deep down, that something needs to change. She’s exhausted by the noise—by diet culture, by body politics, by online movements that claim to empower but often keep her stuck. She’s done making excuses, done waiting for the “perfect” moment, and done pretending she doesn’t care.

			She’s ready to be honest with herself.

			She’s ready to try again.

			She’s ready to become someone she barely recognizes—in the best possible way.

			You don’t have to wait until you hit rock bottom.

			You just have to decide you’re done lying to yourself.

			Let’s begin.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Breaking Point Beneath the Surface

			The Inheritance I Didn’t Ask For

			I was sitting cross-legged on the cold gymnasium floor during a school-wide assembly in fifth grade.

			It smelled like floor wax and sour air—the kind of damp, humid heat you can only find in a Texas school building in early spring. Kids fidgeted around me, their voices echoing against the high ceiling in a chaotic symphony of chatter, zippers, and squeaking sneakers. Somewhere in the distance, a basketball thudded. A microphone screeched as someone tested it. I felt the chill of the hard floor seep into my thighs through the too-tight fabric of my jeans.

			My legs were already falling asleep when I caught the look on my teacher’s face—pity. She was sitting several rows ahead, angled just enough for me to see her expression, and it hit me like a wave of dread I couldn’t name yet.

			Then came the question. A classmate in front of me twisted around with wide eyes and whispered, “Is it true your dad is on his deathbed right now?”

			My heart slammed against my ribs. “No way. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, my voice a little too loud, trying to sound casual. But my face burned. My palms were sweating. And something cold unspooled in my chest.

			I had no idea what they were talking about. I knew my dad had gone into surgery that day, but I didn’t know much else. My parents had told me it was nothing to worry about. They wanted to protect me. I was nine.

			Later I would learn the truth: My dad had nearly died that morning. He was having gastric bypass surgery—an emergency intervention after years of living at nearly five hundred pounds. During the procedure, there were complications. He stopped breathing. For a moment, he was gone.

			They brought him back. And eventually, he did lose the weight. But what came after wasn’t triumph. It was years of complications. Vomiting after nearly every meal. Pain, silence.

			He told me about what happened years later—how, in the moment when he stopped breathing, he had an out-of-body experience. He said he saw my mom and me sitting on the couch, crying, trying to figure out how to go on without him. And in that moment, he made a decision: He couldn’t leave us. Not yet.

			That story lodged itself deep inside me. It became a ghost I carried—not just of fear, but of inevitability. I didn’t inherit just my father’s dark eyes or my mother’s voice—I inherited their pain. Their exhaustion. Their relationship to food, to shame, to the invisible weight that lives inside a house where no one talks about the truth.

			What that moment taught me wasn’t hope. It was doom. If even surgery nearly killed him, what chance did I have?

			I don’t remember much about the planning for the surgery because I wasn’t told much. But I remember what came after. I remember how my dad looked smaller, weaker, different. And even now, in 2025, when I asked him if he regretted it, he told me no, that it was one of the best decisions he ever made. That it saved his life.

			It’s not a simple story. He’s in a wheelchair now, partially paralyzed at seventy-two. But he also got more years—years he may not have had otherwise. He never regained the weight. He lived long enough to become a grandparent.

			That complexity matters. Because in a world where some people insist that weight-loss surgeries don’t work, my father’s story reminds me that nothing is ever that black and white. Some truths don’t fit on a protest sign.

			Still, that moment planted something dangerous in me.

			A deep belief that nothing actually worked. That trying meant suffering. That health wasn’t something I could earn—it was something I was doomed to chase and fail.

			And for a long time, I didn’t question it.

			From the outside, my life looked normal: I was a college graduate, newly married, living in Brooklyn. But inside, I was unraveling. I carried that belief all the way into adulthood. And when I thought about my own future—about having kids someday—I had a similar plan. Maybe I’d figure it out eventually. Maybe things would just change on their own. Maybe I wouldn’t have to try so hard.

			But one night, years later, my husband and I had a quiet conversation about starting a family. I found myself alone afterward, sitting on the couch with my laptop resting on my stomach, the only light in the room coming from the screen. I started googling things like:

			“Risks of obesity during pregnancy.”

			“Can weight affect your baby’s health?”

			What I found shocked me.

			I learned that a mother’s weight at conception can epigenetically alter her child’s risk of obesity and chronic illness. I learned that obese women face dramatically higher risks of miscarriage, gestational diabetes, C-section complications, and postpartum depression. That recovery is longer, harder, riskier.

			And suddenly, I wasn’t scared for myself anymore; I was scared for my future children.

			I imagined myself holding a baby after a traumatic surgery, trying to heal while barely able to breathe. I imagined passing on the same struggle I had inherited—just repackaged.

			And for the first time, I said to myself: “Enough.”

			Enough of hoping things would magically get better.

			Enough of blaming everyone else.

			Enough of waiting to feel ready.

			That was my breaking point.

			Not a single dramatic moment—but a slow, painful awakening.

			And as I sat there, stuffed with a takeout meal I didn’t even want, bloated and scrolling through medical websites, I realized something that hit me like a clap of thunder: This isn’t comfort. This is punishment.

			“Comfort is not care.” That was the first truth I claimed as my own. It wasn’t about shame or restriction. It was about realizing that what I had called “self-love” was really just self-neglect. That what I thought was empowerment was actually avoidance. And the moment I saw that clearly, I couldn’t unsee it.

			I didn’t become a new person overnight. But I started to listen. To the fatigue. To the bloating. To the heaviness in my chest. To the voice inside me that had been whispering all along, “You were made for more than this.”

			That girl on the gym floor had no idea she would one day climb subway stairs with ease, help thousands of women rewrite their stories, and never again feel like her body was her enemy. But that journey started here.

			Before I rose, though, I would fall deeper—into fake empowerment, into body positivity, into pretending I didn’t care at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Self-Love or Self-Destruction?

			Living the Image

			The year was 2020, and I was gaining followers by the thousands.

			The world was still in lockdown, and I was still inside—inside my Brooklyn apartment, inside my body, inside a community I didn’t fully understand yet. I had started posting photos tagged with hashtags like #plussizefashion and #fatfashion, hoping to share my love for style and prove that you didn’t have to be thin to be seen.

			And it worked. My platform started to grow. The comments rolled in. “Queen.” “Confident.” “Body goals.” I was being celebrated, not in spite of my size but because of it. For the first time in my life, people weren’t telling me to shrink. They were telling me to take up more space.

			This was before the platforms became oversaturated. Back when small creators still had a chance to rise, especially in niche communities like plus-size fashion. TikTok was in its golden era of organic growth, and video was just starting to dominate Instagram.

			Then, in the fall of 2020, one of my mutuals—a fellow content creator who was blowing up on TikTok—encouraged me to take it further. “If you really want this to be your career,” she told me, “you need to start making videos.”

			So, I did.

			I had just started graduate school on Zoom—classes weren’t in person yet due to COVID-19—but I felt like something bigger was calling. I began filming daily outfit videos: plus-size fashion hauls, OOTDs, and styling tips. I stood in front of my phone, smiling, twirling, calling it confidence. And in many ways, it was. I did have style. I did love putting outfits together. But what no one saw was what happened after I turned off the camera.

			Behind every outfit was a struggle: finding clothes that actually fit, wrestling with size 3X garments that clung in the wrong places or swallowed my shape. I had to teach myself to sew just to make the clothes wearable. That experience would eventually lead me to launch my own inclusive fashion brand, Shiny by Nature, in the fall of 2021. But at the time, I was just trying to survive the dressing room.

			By spring 2021, my videos were gaining real traction. The numbers were growing. My audience was growing. But so was something else—something I didn’t post about.

			Pain.

			By then, my body was falling apart. I couldn’t walk long distances without getting winded. Stairs left me breathless. I snored so loudly at night that it kept my husband awake. The doctor had told me it was due to the fat pressing on my neck. But I didn’t tell anyone in my online community how much it hurt—physically, emotionally. Because in that world, dissatisfaction with being fat could be seen as betrayal.

			I learned to stay silent. I learned to perform confidence while hiding the truth.

			Because the truth was, I didn’t want to live like this anymore.

			And I didn’t think I was allowed to say that.

			So, I smiled. I posed. I edited the captions to sound more empowering. But inside, I was crumbling.

			The Body That Was Always in Crisis

			I often woke up with stabbing stomach pain—like something inside me had turned against itself overnight. Even when I avoided dairy, I’d end up sprinting to the bathroom within minutes of finishing a meal, drenched in sweat and doubled over in pain.

			But one day in early 2022, it all came to a breaking point.

			My husband and I were taking our usual one-hour subway ride from our apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan to Gowanus, Brooklyn, where our Shiny by Nature office was located. That morning, I hadn’t even bothered to cook. I ordered my usual from the Subway restaurant downstairs: a footlong tuna sandwich with extra tuna, extra pepperoni, lettuce, tomato, pickles, and mustard. I downed the whole thing in minutes. Of course, I took my Lactaid—two pills, just to be safe.

			I thought I’d be fine, but about twenty minutes into our commute, somewhere on the 6 train heading south before our transfer to the F, I felt the unmistakable pang in my stomach—sharp, urgent, and final.

			I was seated on one of the hard orange plastic seats, an IKEA tote bag filled with clothing samples clutched between my knees. The train wasn’t crowded—only a few scattered passengers, lost in their own mornings. It was strangely quiet, except for the soft screech of the train on the tracks and the occasional robotic announcement echoing through the car. But inside me, it was chaos.

			My gut started to churn violently. Sweat prickled across my scalp and rolled down the sides of my face. I clenched every muscle I could, desperately trying to hold everything in. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. My vision narrowed, tunnel-like, as nausea rose up like a tidal wave. I focused every ounce of energy on not vomiting onto the floor or pooping myself on the train.

			My husband looked at me—he could tell something was wrong—but I couldn’t speak. I was too busy bracing for impact.

			Somehow, I made it.

			When we got to our office space—on the third floor of a coworking building called The Yard—I dropped the tote bags and ran to the bathroom. It had artificial, yellow-tinted fluorescent lights and a flickering overhead fan. I locked the door, collapsed onto the toilet, and stayed there for over an hour. The lights buzzed overhead while I sat, pale and shaking, clutching my stomach, like a ghost in my own body.

			I couldn’t pack a single customer order that day. I could barely stand, so I sat under the lights, sweat-drenched and exhausted, somehow feeling hollow and bloated at the same time. Then the shame hit me like a second wave, and all I could think was, Why do I keep doing this to myself? But deep down, I knew the answer. I had built my entire routine around barely getting by—around Band-Aids like Lactaid pills, around eating whatever I wanted and hoping for the best, around survival.

			At that point, I was carrying two or three full sheets of Lactaid in every purse. My husband kept spares in his backpack. If I ever ran out, it felt like the world was ending. I was even taking the pills with meals that had no dairy—just in case. My gut was so inflamed, so broken, it had become impossible to tell what would set it off. Even a plain salad from Sweetgreen could send me spiraling.

			Later, my Traditional Chinese Medicine doctor would explain how raw vegetables—especially the cold crunch of lettuce and carrots—can aggravate the digestive system when your gut is already compromised. I believe that now. But back then, I didn’t think I needed healing.

			I just needed more pills.

			More padding between me and the consequences.

			At some point, I stopped seeing Lactaid as a tool and started seeing it as a permission slip.

			Ice cream? Two pills.

			A Domino’s pizza and cheesy breadsticks? Two pills.

			Thirty wings from Wingstop with fries and ranch? Maybe three, just to be safe.

			I thought I had hacked the system. But the truth was, the system was eating me alive.

			And later that night, when I opened my phone, the contrast nearly gutted me.

			There I was on TikTok—smiling, dancing, and twirling in a winter OOTD video. I was wearing a long faux-fur coat and chunky boots, hyping up my plus-size fashion sense with confidence hashtags and affirmations about body acceptance. I had also posted one of my cheerful “pack an order with me” videos, starting with a little happy dance and ending with my signature wave.

			No one watching would have guessed I had spent the morning sweating on a train, then locked in a bathroom for over an hour, too sick to function.

			That was the worst part.

			I had become so good at pretending—I even convinced myself.

			But that day, as I scrolled through the performance I had carefully crafted, something cracked. A flicker of honesty pierced the numbness.

			“You can’t live like this forever.”

			And it was true. Because comfort food wasn’t comforting anymore. It was keeping me sick.

			Comfort isn’t care. It’s just another form of escape.

			What You Thought Was Self-Love

			I had a huge fear of dieting.

			After everything I went through in my teens—the punishing restriction, the frozen omelets, the Weight Watchers app that turned hunger into a math game—I couldn’t bring myself to “go on a plan” ever again. Then, in the HAES (Health at Every Size) and fat acceptance spaces I was immersed in, that fear found a new language. I absorbed the idea that any intentional eating was disordered. That tracking your meals was internalized oppression. That wanting to lose weight was self-hate in disguise.

			So, I swallowed it—all of it. If I was going to love myself, I thought I had to prove it with food: no rules, no restrictions, no goals, just vibes. But that was how I ended up trapped inside a philosophy that called itself freedom. I was bingeing constantly, yet I kept telling myself it was different because sometimes I binged on “better” foods, like cottage cheese. That made it okay, right?

			There were nights I’d sit at our tiny dining table in Park Slope, with the room dim and warm with the soft glow of a table lamp. Outside the window, Prospect Park West roared with constant traffic—car horns, engines, the endless churn of the city. Inside, the only sound was my iPad playing YouTube videos as I dipped sour cream and onion Lay’s chips into a full tub of cottage cheese, eating until the bag was empty and the container was gone.

			I didn’t feel full. I felt fogged out. Like I had vanished into the food.

			Other nights, it was cereal. Frosted Flakes. Honey Smacks. Sugary, ultra-processed boxes that claimed to be “part of a balanced breakfast.” I’d pour bowl after bowl into one of our oversized ceramic soup mugs, drowning it in oat milk and thinking I was being healthy because it wasn’t whole milk. I told myself I was only eating one serving—because who really reads the label? But later I’d learn that I was eating six or seven servings in a single sitting, sometimes more.

			The cereal wasn’t clean. The oat milk wasn’t healthy. I just didn’t know. Or maybe I didn’t want to know.

			Because what I was doing felt empowering. It felt rebellious. It felt like “food freedom.” But in reality, I was drowning.

			Late-night snacks were a tradition in my family. I thought I couldn’t sleep without one. I didn’t know that eating right before bed was damaging my digestion, disrupting my hormones, and wrecking my sleep quality. I just knew I needed something. That I would toss and turn until I had a “treat” in my system. And then I wondered why I always felt like garbage the next day.

			Years later, my Traditional Chinese Medicine doctor would explain it so simply:

			When you eat before bed, your body has to focus on digestion instead of repair.

			You lose the healing potential of sleep. You rob your body of restoration.

			Back then, I thought I just needed more snacks.

			I didn’t know I needed healing.

			Even after I started my fitness journey—after I began exercising—I changed nothing about the way I was eating. I didn’t know better. No one had taught me what real nourishment looked like. I thought walking was enough to cancel out the food.

			My husband and I would take long walks through the city just to move our bodies. But we went so far sometimes that we’d have to Uber home because I couldn’t make it back. That’s where I was physically. But online? You would have thought I was thriving.

			Because none of this made it to my Instagram grid or TikTok feed.

			I didn’t post about the midnight snacks.

			I didn’t show the third helping of takeout pasta or the empty cereal boxes.

			I didn’t show myself bingeing in the dark, alone.

			Maybe I didn’t share it because part of me knew. Part of me knew this wasn’t freedom. This wasn’t power.

			This was a quiet form of self-abandonment.

			And then one day, something shifted.

			In 2023, I picked up The Obesity Code by Dr. Jason Fung. I started reading, and for the first time, everything clicked. My body made sense. My symptoms weren’t random. They weren’t moral failings. They were metabolic signals. Warnings.

			Around the same time, I discovered Huberman Lab. I listened to Dr. Andrew Huberman’s episodes on fat loss and nutrition with a sense of wonder—and grief. I realized how much I didn’t know and how much I had been misled.

			I thought I was taking care of my gut. I wasn’t. I was bargaining with it. Begging it to stay quiet long enough for me to keep pretending.

			Food freedom was supposed to liberate me. Instead, it left me stuck—bloated, inflamed, ashamed.

			I didn’t hate
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