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			Dedicated to all the fat kids. It gets butter. Better! Sorry. Better. It gets better.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Welcome to the T-Shirt Swim Club. Some of you have been members for a long time and need no introduction. Some of you are new. Grab a chair. It’s one of those good metal chairs, not one of the flimsy plastic ones you’re worried about collapsing the entire time you’re sitting in it. Some of you are wondering if you’re in the right place, and the rest of you are just visiting, so let me get you up to speed. We’re going to talk about being a fat person and how the world treats fat people. We’re going to talk about how we (fat people) treat ourselves (terrible news—not well). The T-Shirt Swim Club is an open space where we can talk about how it feels to walk down the aisle of an airplane while the other passengers look at us with contempt in their eyes, as if we were holding three crying babies and a service donkey, praying we’re not headed for that empty seat to their left. This club is about gym class and chafing. This club is about crying in the fitting room at Sears. This club is about sex and how fat people actually do have it. This club is about hating people for not loving you enough and hating yourself for the same reason.

			This club isn’t Weight Watchers. It’s Lunchables and Gushers; Chinese buffets and chicken wings; pizza and beer. And then it’s shame and kale smoothies for a month until it’s time for chicken wings again.

			Once you become a member of this club, you can never leave, because even when you stop wearing T-shirts in the pool, you’ll always remember how it felt…the clingy, wet T-shirts and all the screwed-up feelings about being fat that made you think wearing one in the water was a good idea in the first place. Fat is forever. Even if you get less fat, fat is forever.

			Quick side note—I’m going to use the term “fat.” I’m going to call myself fat, I’m going to call other people fat, I’m going to refer to “fatness” as a general concept, and I’m going to use other phrases, too, but I didn’t avoid “fat” for the first thirty-five years of my life and I’m not going to start now. It’s a loaded word, but I don’t think it’s the word’s fault that we treat fat people like garbage.

			I’m Ian Karmel. In my life I’ve weighed 8 pounds and I’ve weighed 420 pounds, and right now I’m almost exactly in between the two. What I hope to do here, other than reminisce about discontinued snacks and Big Dogs T-shirts, is share how it feels to be fat and why it feels like that. I want to make an attempt at understanding myself, and I want to get as specific as possible while I’m doing that because I genuinely believe it’s the only way to be relatable. I want to find other people like me out there, on every part of the journey. I want to find the kids stress-eating prosciutto, the grown-ups grimacing while they pull a third set of utensils out of the Chinese food delivery for one, the people disassociating while a doctor lectures them and when digging through a pile of shirts that almost fit to find the one that does. I want to find the person out there who is killing themselves with food because it’s the most delicious way to kill yourself. Just like I was. I want to find you; I want to find me; I want us to know that we aren’t alone. Unfortunately, I’m dumb as hell. Seriously, my spell-check is threatening to get a lawyer. I actually need to wrap this up to get to a time-share presentation. I’m dumb.

			Thankfully, for all of us, the co-president of the club is my brilliant sister.

			Alisa and I have been fat our whole lives—she dealt with it by becoming a doctor of psychology. I dealt with it by becoming a comedian, which is the opposite of a doctor. In the pages that follow, I’m going to talk about my life as a fat person and she’s going to come in at the end in a brilliant “What Now?” section to explain some concepts, clear up some misconceptions, and generally call me on my bullshit.

			It’s impossible to write a comprehensive book about being fat. It’s too personal. Everyone’s experience is unique. A fat person’s relationship to the world, to their family, to themselves, to their fat, is completely different from someone else’s. Gender, race, sexual preference, physical ability, economic background, religious background, food deserts, food desserts, and ten million other things factor into it. So this is just our story, and please know that Alisa and I, as two fat people, understand as well as anyone that yours might not be the same. This club is the acknowledgment that we’re all on our own journeys with fat. It is also a hope that it doesn’t always have to feel quite so lonely.
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				Alternately, depending on the user, an adjective, an insult, an excuse, an anachronism, a term of endearment, a medical definition, a compliment, an alarm, an epidemic, an afterthought, and sometimes olive oil.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			T-Shirt Swim Club

			Before all the pain, pancakes, and persecution, I was just a cute, fat little baby. Fat babies have a 100 percent approval rating. Admiring onlookers swoon, cooing over their biscuit dough legs and impossible little ham hands. People lose their minds around a fat baby. They speak in tongues. They melt into a puddle and recongeal just long enough to explode into a cloud of confetti. A fat baby is basically a human corgi. When they enter a room, that room is a happier place. People greet them by saying “Well, hello there” in a voice they didn’t know they had until they saw the fat baby. People love fat babies, and lucky for them, most babies are fat, but I enjoyed it so much that I just kept on going into adulthood. Life gets more complicated for the babies who stay fat.

			Being a fat toddler wasn’t bad, though. Being fat lends itself beautifully to toddling. The world hasn’t tried to make you feel bad about being fat. The world hasn’t really tried to make you feel anything about being fat. Your life has a lot less shame and a lot more crayons; it’s great. Plus, you’re in preschool. I loved preschool. I attended the Mittleman Jewish Community Center in Portland, Oregon, and I might have peaked in those years, to be honest. Spending all morning learning about Purim and dinosaurs, spending all afternoon in the lap pool next to bobbing bubbes, and in between, lunch. There’s a café at the Mittleman that, to this day, has yet to receive its proper respect from the Michelin Guide. I had hot dogs at this café. I had hamburgers. I discovered the knish at this café. I still can’t wrap my mind around how the knish isn’t a mainstay of American cuisine. It’s so bad for you and it tastes like God’s perfect potato. Along with psychotherapy and Mel Brooks, the knish should be counted among the Jewish people’s greatest contributions to American culture. This café also had steak fries like you wouldn’t believe. These things were sturdy. An honest man could build a home from these fries and raise five generations of strapping Scandinavian sons within its ketchup-soaked walls. I’m carrying on about this food now, but that was kind of my issue even then. I loved to eat.

			Maybe I’m putting it the wrong way. Saying “I love to eat” is like saying “I’m a big fan of music.” Let me be clear: I’m crazy about eating—figuratively, certainly, but also literally. I delighted in a good-quality steak fry, but you could put a pile of uncooked spaghetti in front of me and I’d eat it. I’d eat coffee beans. I’d chug maple syrup. I ate like Pac-Man. I ate for the same reason that people climb Mount Everest. Because it’s there. When I was a toddler, I was caught standing in front of an open fridge with a brick of butter in my mouth. It’s a cute story now, it was a cute story then, but there were a couple of decades in between where it felt like darkly comic foreshadowing.

			I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was eating for a whole bunch of reasons other than my own hunger. How could I realize it? I was a kid! I had just found out about pizza. We should remind kids about the moment they discovered pizza when they find out Santa is fake, by the way. Like, hey, I know we screwed you over on that whole Santa thing, but remember when we told you about pizza and that turned out to be real? It would soften the blow. (Also, yes, I’m a Jew who celebrated Christmas. We’re allowed. We wrote all the best Christmas songs.) So there I was, blasting pizza, blasting knishes, blasting uncooked spaghetti, full of wonder. Adults didn’t say a cross word about it because when it comes to boys and their diets, adults are mostly just bothered by that kid who only eats chicken fingers. Can’t take him anywhere. He’ll be at the sushi spot asking for dino nuggets. Don’t get me wrong, I would have housed a dino nugget at the sushi restaurant, too, but I was also the toddler who once ate so much pickled ginger that I puked all over the inside of my dad’s car.

			It’s kind of cute when you start packing on weight as a little kid anyway. You’re a chubby little guy. It’s the best kind of little guy. I kept packing the weight on, though. Bit by bit. Bite by bite. I’m not sure why it got less cute as I got older, but it was made clear, in no uncertain terms, that it was much less cute. I weighed 300 pounds by middle school. I was up to 350 pounds by high school. By the time I was in my thirties, I had tipped myself up over 420 pounds. That’s for later, though. I’m not done telling you about why I was spending so much time at the Mittleman Jewish Community Center.

			It was because I loved swimming and the Mittleman, for some reason, had two glorious pools. One of them was a warm-water pool that was always full of old people and it tasted like salt. This led me to believe that old Jewish people taste like salt, and nothing I’ve discovered in the decades since has given me a reason to think otherwise. Probably they were sweating off a lifetime of lox and pastrami, and anyway, it was none of my business if they tasted like salt. I did my time in that pool, but it wasn’t my preferred destination. That honor belonged to the twenty-five-yard lap pool one room over. Crystal blue, shimmering, immaculate. Lane dividers that looked like floating strands of supersized Chanukah-themed novelty rigatoni. I jumped in that water so many times and from such an early age that I can’t tell if it’s my earliest memory or just my favorite one. I learned to swim in that pool. First, holding on to my mom. Then holding on to the side of the pool. Then holding on to a kickboard. Then holding on to nothing. We’d get patches to mark our progress, and we’d sew them onto our towels. My towel was heavy with patches. My towel looked like the sash of a Boy Scout who would go on to become either a great father or a politician who tries to ban oxygen because trans people also breathe it.

			I was an amazing swimmer. To be clear, I wasn’t a fast swimmer, but I was amazing at it. From my experience, speed is the wrong rubric with which to judge someone’s ability in the water anyway. Where are you trying to go in such a hurry, to a different, wetter part of the lake? Don’t be ridiculous. Speed is beside the point. Splashing around with an agenda just wears you out. I had some friends who played water polo in high school and they told me that they’d swim so hard that they’d get hot. In a pool, they’d get hot. Where do you go once you’re hot in a pool? You go to hell, that’s where you go. Psych—you’re already there.

			I wasn’t fast in the water, but I was graceful. As I got older and bigger and fatter, my size made me a little clumsy on land, but in the water I was still extremely nice with it. I moved like a hairy dolphin, or a less hairy sea otter, or an equally hairy walrus. I was liberated from gravity. I could flip and somersault and twist my body in ways that, had I tried them on the ground, would have landed me in the hospital and on America’s Funniest Home Videos. I experienced true euphoria when moving through the water. I felt like I belonged there, like I was meant to be aquatic. My body, so often the source of frustration on dry land, felt like it made sense in the water, which is a notion soaked in irony because the swimming pool might have been the first place I ever realized that I was fat, and it all started with a T-shirt.

			At some point fat kids started wearing T-shirts in pools. I do not understand exactly when it began, where it came from, or who we thought we were fooling, but it happened when I was a kid and it happens now. The world is full of fat kids wearing T-shirts while they’re swimming. Every pool, pond, lake, river, and ocean worth a damn on this entire planet is a T-Shirt Swim Club. I can follow the logic of the shirts in the pool, to an extent. I was a fat kid, I had a fat belly, and I was embarrassed about being a fat kid with my fat little belly because…well, because I just was, I guess. While I was certainly self-conscious, that was never going to be enough to keep me entirely out of the water. Instead, I elected to conceal my unacceptable adolescent body with a disguise so inept that it’s very nearly darling—a T-shirt. A T-shirt that would almost immediately become sopping wet. You can tell someone’s fat when they’re wearing a regular shirt, but when that thing becomes wet, it hugs the curves like crazy. It clings to the body like a baby that somebody is trying to hand to an uncle. A T-shirt in a pool does not obscure the fact that someone is fat. Instead, it accentuates everything, and it does so through a translucent cotton Big Dogs filter. The tragedy of the T-shirt is that it accomplishes the opposite of its goal—it broadcasts, “Of course this kid is fat; look at him wearing a shirt in the pool; only fat kids do that.” It confirms the very thing you’re trying to hide.

			I’ve got a picture of me when I was seven or eight years old. I was at a friend’s birthday party. We’ve got our arms over each other’s shoulders. We’d just been in the pool and we’re both shirtless, blissed out, and most likely hopped up on Gushers and Squeezits. This kid would go on to run cross-country in high school; I would go on to walk across food courts. Even at that young age you could already see our fates unfolding in our bodies. He was trim, blond, a lifetime of ski weekends hanging on his horizon. I looked like a tiny Seth Rogen. I had a gut, fun shorts, and a goofy smile. What I didn’t have was a T-shirt, because I didn’t give a damn, because I was eight. Within a year, I’d be wearing shirts in the pool, and I can’t tell you exactly what changed in my brain, except that I must have figured out I was fat. I must have. I was wearing a T-shirt in the pool; only fat kids do that.

			I’d like to take a moment to apologize to the very pale and to kids whose parents were overly concerned about skin cancer. I know some of you wore T-shirts in the pool, too, but go get your own book; this one is for fat kids.

			I got older, which is pretty standard for kids. As I got older, the world got a little bit more cruel, which unfortunately is also pretty standard for fat kids. Every fat kid learns in a different way that it’s wrong to be fat, but we all learn it. Sometimes it’s a frightened parent trying to humiliate you into a more conventional body type; sometimes it’s just some awful little kid named Adam saying “You’re fat” on the playground in second grade. For me, it was Adam.

			Adam didn’t even say, “You’re fat, and that’s bad,” or anything. It was a simple declaration—“You’re fat”—but it was dripping with naked schoolyard contempt. Other kids laughed, agreeing that I was indeed fat. Your brain is a sponge at that age (you can learn Mandarin in, like, a week), and it certainly didn’t take me long to realize that my body was bad. I know that kids are little shits, and they’ll seize on whatever you’ve got and turn it into a weapon, but being fat is like a baseball bat covered in barbed wire. It doesn’t take much creativity to make it hurt. That was that, I was fat.

			I’m often tempted to apply a grim hindsight to my childhood. Now that I’m an adult, I can see all the terrible places I went, physically and mentally, because I was a fat kid. I can see the knock-on trajectory of certain experiences, and sometimes that trajectory took me down very dark paths. But it wouldn’t be right to use the ink to paint a bleak picture of my childhood, because honestly, I was a happy little fat kid.

			How could I not be a happy little fat kid? I had all the privilege of loving parents and a comfortable economic existence. I’m sure the adults worried about money from time to time, but it never made its way to me. It was safe and suburban. My parents were divorced, but what else is new? It was the 1990s: Getting divorced was the main thing that parents did back then. But the decade also came with plenty of benefits. My toys ruled. Weird Al was at the height of his power. The snacks were immaculate. Dunkaroos, Fruit by the Foot, and Lunchables roamed the earth. All kinds of Lunchables, by the way. They had pizza Lunchables, which stretched the definition of “pizza” like a chef tossing a disk of dough in the air. It was honestly more like “big soft-cracker Lunchables with chunky ketchup and salami,” but that doesn’t exactly leap off a supermarket shelf. It sure as hell leapt into my mouth, though. It was the last golden age of shameless snacks. The line between cereal and candy was smudged beyond all recognition. Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups had a cereal. Rice Krispies Treats had a cereal. Not Rice Krispies, Rice Krispies Treats. A confectionary nepo baby. We’ve still got sugary cereals, but at least we make an effort to take them at face value. When I was growing up, we thought of foods brazenly named Cocoa Pebbles and Cinnamon Toast Crunch as part of a complete healthy breakfast. Eating a bowl of Cap’n Crunch was like having a slice of birthday cake for breakfast, but in the advertisements it was posed next to half a grapefruit and some whole wheat toast, so who the hell were we to argue with that?

			Even the food that was meant to be healthy was just absolutely circus clown ridiculous. Exhibit A: SnackWell’s—true pioneers in the health-food field. They invented an innovative food-preparation technique called “making the box green.” They put out “healthy” cookies. The Devil’s Food SnackWell’s cookie was aptly named because Satan was, without question, involved on some level. Their texture was so unreal it felt like biting a cartoon tire. They tasted like an AI rendering of heaven. They were low-calorie and fat-free, then they just kind of mumbled through the rest of the ingredients. These little disks seemed like a miracle, but the only miracle was that we didn’t really pay attention to sugar or carbohydrates in the 1990s. Our parents were raised on The Jetsons. Every American was steeped in the promise of hoverboards and flying cars. The idea that there could be a cookie that was, basically, good for you didn’t seem all that far-fetched. It all felt of a piece with the promise of the decade. It was a time of unlimited progress and consumption fueled by science and capitalism working in close tandem, sometimes indistinguishable from each other. Compared to the benefits, the consequences felt inconsequential, if they were even considered at all. It was a time of more, faster, cheaper. It’s easy to look back now and think we were naïve, but we’d all just found out about the internet, so was it really a stretch to think that SoBe was good for us? It was juice! Juice is good for you! Sure, it looked like neon milk. It tasted like licking a tropical battery. It resembled nothing that had ever existed in nature, but there was a lizard on the bottle, and I’ve never seen a fat lizard before, so there you go. It was health food. Never mind that when I drank a bottle my adolescent insulin would spike so hard the picture on the TV wobbled—it was juice, okay?

			We now understand that we were in denial, but when you’re chasing down your ninth SnackWell’s of the night with a big gulp of SoBe, you want to believe in the future you grew up thinking you were owed. As the garbage patch floating in the Pacific and the cholesterol lining my arteries can attest, the consequences of our pursuit of unlimited everything are very much consequential. That’s the hangover, though. That came later. The party itself was fully catered by Nabisco, and it ruled.

			My childhood wasn’t happy only because of the snacks, just to be clear. While the odd bully would seize upon my obesity, most kids didn’t care. Our desks at school had a fixed chair built into them, so I spent my entire day being uncomfortably bisected by plastic, but other than that I loved it. Also, math sucked. Besides math and the uncomfortable desk and the occasional bully, I loved school. What’s not to like? Elementary school is essentially everything we spend our adult lives chasing: six hours of podcasts with a prepared lunch and a bougie gym class. But as I got a bit older, I could feel the cracks beginning to form. For example, you learn early that when someone farts and nobody claims it, everyone thinks it was the fat kid. The ancient rule “He who smelt it dealt it”—which I’m pretty sure is in the Bible—is chucked out when there’s a fat person present. I’m not sure what logic this vile assumption follows. I guess you’re fat because you eat more, and when you eat more your body needs to process gas, and if you’re careless enough to let yourself get fat, then you’re careless enough to just openly fart around other people? Maybe it’s because, for a long time, fat people appeared in movies only as feasting, sweating, farting, and belching comedic devices, and we all just cruelly assumed it was true. Whatever the reasoning, I can tell you that it never stops sucking. You feel it. A tall, skinny kid could announce their intention to fart, hold a microphone up to their ass, fart, then declare that they were the one who farted, and still half the room would be, like, “Oh, gross, Ian.” When it happens enough times, you can’t help but internalize it, against all logic. I swear to God, you actually start to think, “Damn…maybe that was me who farted.” You start to think of yourself as disgusting. You can rail against it with your words, embrace it for laughs, dress yourself up and apply the finest colognes, or even try to ignore it, but I’m not certain you can ever fully escape it.

			It’s all part of a complex system that leaves fat kids vulnerable to ridicule in nearly every situation. To be clear, “vulnerable” doesn’t mean that someone is always making fun of us. I spent way more time playing Super Nintendo and admiring Clyde Drexler basketball cards than I did being humiliated by bullies, but the older I got, the more my innocence was chipped away. My awareness of my vulnerability became pronounced, and that vulnerability was very real. For example, let’s say some kid accuses you of farting, and you’re feeling good about yourself that day. You stand up for yourself and say, “No, Brendan [or whatever nineties-ass name you have], I didn’t fart. You farted.” You and Brendan (or Zach) start barking at each other. He doesn’t back down, and neither do you. You squeeze yourself out of your desk. Brendan (or Cameron) glides out of his. You’re walking toward each other. Tensions are high. He pushes you. You push him. You say something cool like “You wanna go?” and then Brendan (or Cody) looks at you and says, “What are you gonna do, sit on me?” and it breaks your heart. You can’t even defend yourself without someone turning it against you. I’m now relitigating a thirty-year-old fight, but to even sit on this kid, you’d have to shove him to the ground in the first place. You’d have to be stronger, more agile, more balanced. The benefits of being fat don’t even enter the equation until you’ve already got this dude on the floor, but forget all of that. You’re fat if you do, and fat if you don’t.

			All the slights add up and they become a burden. If you count all the interactions you have when you’re a little fat kid, the ones that revolve around your weight are a tiny percentage of the total. The stinging remarks stand out, though. They’re heavy on your soul. You carry the weight in more ways than one. You spend your whole life anticipating the cruelty. The insults and humiliations, which could easily be written off as odd barbs tossed out by a handful of bullies, multiply in your mind. You imagine that people are whispering about you behind your back. You assume that they’re making assumptions about you. You think that they’re either pitying you or despising you, and honestly the pity feels worse. It’s really only a few people, but it feels like everyone, and it starts happening right around puberty, too! I mean, my god, what a rub. It’s a horror movie. The killer shows up just as the storm is knocking out the power. You’ve got to keep chugging along, too. You can’t stay home from school because you’re fat—not according to my mom, Sue Karmel, anyway.

			Stretch marks started showing up just between my biceps and my forearms around middle school, and this is when I really started to hate my body. I wanted to rip my skin off. It felt like my body was already starting to do that on its own. The stretch marks quickly spread to my back, my belly, the backs of my knees. It was like my skin joined the choir of voices shouting, “You are bigger than you are supposed to be.” The marks came in a variety of terrible, evident colors: purple, bright red, even a sort of “corpse dragged out of the Hudson” shade of pale blue. No matter the hue, they were horrible. I’d like nothing more than to tell you that I’ve come to love my stretch marks, that I see them as scars of a battle I fought and won against my own insecurity and society’s cruelty. I do not feel like that. I don’t feel anything about them. Like the mole on my face, they’re just there. My adult feelings about my stretch marks are best summed up by the great stand-up comedian Katt Williams (and I paraphrase here): “Either you were skinny and you got fat, or you were fat and you got skinny. Either way, we fucking.”

			That apathy would be unimaginable to the younger version of me who first discovered the stretch marks on my arms. I was shocked when I first saw them. I didn’t know that stretch marks existed until they showed up on my body, which is just about the worst way to find out about anything. I was consumed by my first stretch marks. They felt apocalyptic. They were irreversible. They were a sign that I had gone too far down a path to ever really turn around. My stretch marks preoccupied me to such a degree that I honestly don’t even remember getting my first pubic hair. It’s like when the government came out and basically admitted that UFOs were real, but they did it pretty early into Covid lockdown. Our collective response was something like “Yeah, yeah, okay, do the aliens have a vaccine? Because otherwise I don’t really have room in my brain for that right now.”

			I have vivid memories of sitting in Mrs. Tannenbaum’s science class at Meadow Park Middle School, yanking down on the sleeves of my T-shirt, hoping they’d cover the gouges in my arms. It worked about as well as the T-shirt I wore when I went swimming. As I pull at the thread of my childhood, it’s easy to see why I was trying to cover myself up. I wanted to hide. You could fill a pool with the pain, and there were certainly times when I nearly drowned in the grief. My experiences were unique in their specificity, but I don’t think they’re all that different from what most fat kids go through. We chug along giggling, blissfully unaware that we’re speeding toward classification. One day we find out that we’re fat, and that it means something to be fat. We find out it’s bad that we’re fat. It explodes our anxiety, and it does so in a period of our lives when our emotions are already swinging wildly, and all we want to do is fit in. Maybe we eat more to deal with that anxiety. Maybe we curl up in a ball and try to get away from the world. Many of us do both and all sorts of other things to cope. We want to be like everyone else, but we can’t be like everyone else because our particularities are sitting at the surface and bursting at the seams. So we hide. We hide in tragic ways, deflecting affection and attention. We hide in ridiculous ways, thinking a wet T-shirt is going to fool anyone into thinking we aren’t chubby little children. We hide.

			When I think back on childhood, though, it isn’t only the hiding that I think about. It’s certainly part of it, but it’s so much bigger than that. When I think about that stupid T-shirt I was wearing in the pool, I can’t help but look at the entire picture and see something more important. I see the shirt, sucked onto my torso, but I also see a kid having the time of his life despite that sopping wet cotton. I see myself splashing and laughing and body-slamming my little sister into the deep end. I feel myself speeding through the chlorine, the salt water, the lake water, the river behind my dad’s house. I feel the warm sun beating down on my satisfied muscles and saturated shirt as I lay on the beach after a day spent fighting through the waves on the Oregon coast. I see joy. I see freedom. My life after that got more complicated. When you’re fat, the world contorts itself into shapes that deprive you of that joy and freedom. It convinces you to deprive yourself of that joy and freedom. Sometimes it feels incidental, and you’re just catching the shrapnel of a world that is unfair to nearly everyone. Sometimes, though, it feels personal. The joke really is on you, and everyone is laughing.

		

	
		
			
				OVERWEIGHT.
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				Sometimes people use polite language because they think it means they get to freely express the contempt they have in their hearts for whatever makes you different. “Overweight” is just “fat” with an MFA.

			
		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			“Get in My Belly”

			I still remember when I first saw Fat Bastard waddle onto the screen in Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me. It was in the Regal Cinemas off 185th on opening night, June 8, 1999. This date is important because it coincided with another incredibly important event—me being fourteen years old. A movie like Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me coming out when you’re a fourteen-year-old boy is like Adele releasing an album the day after you get dumped. The synchronicity is divine.

			Austin Powers: International Man of Mystery, the first movie in the series, was as funny as anything I had seen before in my dumb little life. At one point, the titular character pees for three minutes. There’s a bald cat named Mr. Bigglesworth. The bad guy, Dr. Evil, puts his pinkie to his lip for no reason when he talks, and his voice sounds like Lorne Michaels’s. In one scene, he made a comically paltry demand for “one million dollars,” and when that shit dropped in 1997 it was everywhere. Everywhere. When you bought a Slurpee from 7-Eleven, you want to know how much it cost? One million dollars. When your dad wanted to know how much money you needed to walk to Blockbuster and rent a movie? One million dollars. How much would I have paid to be in the theater for opening night of the Austin Powers sequel? I don’t even need to say it.

			I remember being nestled in my seat, a bucket of buttered popcorn cradled in my lap, a slightly smaller bucket of Sprite clenched in my hand, fully prepared for a religious experience. I was young, fat, and ready to laugh. And then I saw Fat Bastard for the first time. Well, I heard him before he appeared. His approaching footfalls shook the room like the T. rex from Jurassic Park, which at that point was a six-year-old reference, but nobody cared. The entire theater was already laughing. Once Fat Bastard stepped into the room, they were doubled over. He was a buckshot blast of fat jokes. His cankles were thicker than cold chili, his knees looked like topographic maps of Afghanistan, his body looked like somebody had stretched an American Girl doll outfit over a pumpkin, and any memory of a neck was as dead as the six cows who perished to make the belt screaming over his midsection.

			He was a perfect weapon. I wish I could tell you I hated Fat Bastard. I’d love to say I stormed out in a cloud of self-respect. In truth, I was cackling as loud as anyone in the room. When he farted, I howled. When he said, “Get in my belly,” I was levitating. He was hilarious. Mike Myers is a genius, and he played this character with the subtlety of an atom bomb. He was like a marching band made up entirely of tubas and slide whistles. Fat Bastard is a deep-fried Twinkie of a character, and his name, from a comedy standpoint, is as lean and athletic as the character isn’t. I mean, it’s all there. He’s fat; he’s a bastard; he has no other discernible character traits, and he doesn’t need them. Fat Bastard is broad comedy’s answer to Cruella de Vil and Batman. If Ernest Hemingway had written this script, the character’s name would still be Fat Bastard.

			These were the peak days of monoculture. When something hit, it hit up, down, and sideways. Your mother would say, “I’ll be back,” like Arnold Schwarzenegger, when she went to the grocery store, and you’d reply, “Alrighty then,” like Jim Carrey, and each of you knew what the other was referencing. As true as this was for everyone, it was even more pronounced for kids, and that could be a disaster. When you’re a kid, your personality is like a paper kite in a windstorm. You’re trying to ride all these different waves and fit in as best you can, and even if you manage to pull it off at all, it’s clumsy as hell. Any bridge you can build to your peers, even if it’s just tossing movie quotes at one another, is invaluable. When the audience poured out of that screening of Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me, I knew all the kids were leaving with their cargo short pockets full of quotes that we’d be yelling at one another all year, but none of them caught on quite like “Get in my belly.” Every single lunch: “Get in my belly.” Every time a kid caught a touchdown in Madden: “Get in my belly.” Every time a fat kid did so much as breathe: “Get in my belly.” The first time I watched Fat Bastard waddle onto the screen, I couldn’t stop laughing. A star was born. It turned into a black hole. Six months later, do you know how much I would have paid for that movie to disappear forever?…One million dollars.

			Here’s another thing that’s as true as the fact that Fat Bastard is hilarious: Kids are mean. I don’t know if it’s motivated by cruelty, I think it’s mostly motivated by terror. They’re all just terrified. Truly terrified. The kind of terrified where all you can think about is self-preservation. So they find a target, the more obvious the better, and they throw them on the rack and sacrifice them to their own insecurities.

			Kids are smart, too, and resourceful. A kid can take you apart in three moves, and you won’t even know you’re dead until your decapitated head is staring up at your collapsing body. Kids are John Wick—they can kill you with a ballpoint pen. When you give them some pop culture to play with, it’s like tossing John Wick a flamethrower. There’s never been a good time to be a fat kid, but when I was growing up, there were so many flamethrowers.

			One of those flamethrowers was South Park. That show hit America like a mechanized Barbra Streisand. I mean, it was perfect, especially for kids like me. Poets spend their entire lives hoping to capture one moment that connects with the human soul the way that South Park connected with middle school boys every single week. I had two South Park posters in my room. One of them showed a kid sitting on a toilet with a note excusing him from class for having diarrhea. Look at my walls, ye Mighty, and despair.

			But in addition to being one of my favorite shows, South Park was a disaster for my mental health. The Eric Cartman character, a brash fat kid, went back and forth between symbolizing everything wrong with America and just straight up being Hitler. In one episode, he was a police officer beating innocent people with a baton; in another, he was a modern embodiment of Titus Andronicus, feeding a kid a bowl of chili made out of his own murdered parents. Cartman has a voice like a coffee grinder. It’s the kind of obnoxious voice that’s begging to be imitated, and it came ready-made with a clip of catchphrases that tore through my fat little psyche like armor-piercing bullets.

			One of Cartman’s catchphrases was “I’m not fat, I’m big-boned.” He’d usually say it after one of the other kids said, “Shut up, fat-ass.” It was so devastating to have the fat kid respond to fat-based bullying by saying, “I’m not fat, I’m big-boned.” Like all great comedy, it worked because it was the truth. It was ripped from the headlines. I tried that “big-boned” line more times than I could count. It was one of the only tools we fat kids had to deflect bullying based on our size. Of course, nobody ever actually had big bones. We were always just fat children with standard-issue skeletons. It didn’t matter. The line never worked anyway. The whole thing was ridiculous from the jump. The bullies knew it. We knew it. Trey Parker and Matt Stone, the genius creators of South Park, knew it. They dropped it into their show, and it was a disaster for kids like me. It was a bomb that exploded if you tried to defuse it. It was like those antibiotic-resistant superbugs you hear about on the news, except it was hilarious.

			South Park is an amazing show, and Cartman is hilarious. I think it’s funny now, and I thought it was funny then, and I didn’t just think that to help myself cope. Cartman is a cartoon, both literally and figuratively. I didn’t watch that show and think, “Well, there I am: He’s fat, I’m fat, that’s a thing we have in common and therefore we are the same.” I genuinely never thought that. I self-identified with Kyle, to be honest, because we’re both Jewish, and in Beaverton, Oregon, that was a little more rare and exotic than being fat.

			I knew then as I know now that I’m a complex and dynamic individual. I’m an amalgamation of everyone I’ve ever met and everyone they’ve ever met and every song I’ve ever heard and every movie I’ve ever seen and every book I’ve ever read and every experience, lived and imagined, that I’ve ever encountered, all mixed up with whatever divine sense of individualism we’re all assigned at birth and are allowed to nourish as we grow. Other kids didn’t think that, though; they thought I was Cartman.

			When the other kids think you’re Cartman, you have two options—listen to his catchphrases being screamed at you or scream those catchphrases yourself. Of course, you could do neither and punch the kids who make fun of you, and that’s probably the right choice, but you know…society. Anyway, I chose the second option—if anyone was going to make fun of me, then it was going to be me. I don’t know if I was owning it or simply doing the devil’s work for him, but either way, I was involved and that felt better than being a target. I played the role and waited patiently for a more fair and nuanced reflection of fat people to appear in popular culture.

			No, I’m kidding, I just eventually learned how to do a Peter Griffin voice. Thanks, Family Guy. You also get good at yelling “Hey, hey, hey!” like Fat Albert, which was a weird one because the show stopped airing in 1985 but somehow kids still knew about it, like it was a sacred story preserved in the oral tradition by generations of shithead middle school bullies. I bet people are still yelling “Hey, hey, hey!” at fat kids. I imagine it’s the one thing we’ll agree, as a culture, to save from Bill Cosby’s legacy.

			Not even the remote deserts of Tatooine were safe for fat people because in Star Wars there’s a character called Jabba the Hutt. Jabba the Hutt is a murderer, a slave trader, a gangster, and yet the worst thing about him is that he’s fat. And boy, is he fat. Jabba the Hutt is inescapably fat. He’s fat in a human way even though he’s a space slug with the face of a Persian kitty. He’s sweaty, he has trouble breathing, he eats little living creatures as a snack, and he’s fat. Also, they called him Jabba. The Hutt. They could have called him “Jabba the Space Gangster” or “Brandon the Hutt” and even children watching the movie would say, “Got it, he’s a fat guy.” Somewhere there’s a piece of paper with the other names they thought about calling him and “Lardo the Tubb” is on that list. I love Star Wars and I love George Lucas for making it. I don’t think his goal in creating Jabba the Hutt was to engineer a three-word thermal detonator that could be lobbed at fat kids to remind them that they’re disgusting. Look at George Lucas. I’d never call him Jabba the Hutt, but I wouldn’t exactly call him Han Solo either. So maybe it’s self-loathing, maybe it’s just repeating the cycles of abuse he experienced when he was a child, maybe he saw a big fat gangster in an old movie and stole the idea—probably it’s a combination of all three—but the result is the same.

			I’m not looking for nuance here. I know that Star Wars is a movie franchise full of outlandish characters who work because they play on broad archetypes that are as old as time itself. This is a universe full of pastiches in prosthetics, but Jabba the Hutt is the only big bad guy without any dignity. His only redeeming quality is that he knows Boba Fett, the bounty hunter who is coded as so cool that he got his own spin-off series nearly four decades after he first appeared in the movies. Meanwhile, Jabba the Hutt’s superpowers are basically that he has money and a hot friend.

			Darth Vader is evil personified, but Darth Vader is presented as extremely cool. He looks like an erect penis covered in BDSM latex and he talks like God. Darth Vader absolutely should have been fat, by the way. He’s an asthmatic legacy kid who wears a cape, does magic, and owns a sword. That divine baritone voice was a gift from thick-boy legend James Earl Jones. Darth Vader is fat-dude cultural appropriation. We just can’t have nice things even when they’re evil nice things. Instead, we get Jabba the Hutt, who lolls around like his entire existence is mid–insulin spike, and an X-wing pilot named Porkins, who immediately dies because this is a universe where anything is possible except a fat person being treated with even a shred of humanity.

			Again, my goal in all this is not to ruin Star Wars or South Park or Austin Powers or any other form of entertainment. I don’t currently have children, but if I do in the future, I’m going to show them Star Wars, and when I do, I’ll be upset. Not because Jabba the Hutt is an insensitive caricature, but because I’ll be showing them a sixty-year-old movie, they won’t care, and that will remind me of death. I suppose my goal is just to tell you what it was like to be watching all of this as a little fat kid, in the hope that we can do better in the future.

			I already think we are. If my kids are fat, I want them to look at
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