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About the Book

‘I love food. Even worse, I love junk food. If lard could be double deep-fried I would eat it. If I could deep-fry headache pills I would. So it’s no wonder I’m now the size of a small yet economically viable continent …’

When A. J. Rochester is selected to feature in a television series on obesity, she is at first appalled and then determined to take part. At 100 kilos (17 stone), she knows she needs to lose weight – not because she yearns to become a twiglet but so she can keep up with her little boy and turn her life around at last. But after years of fighting a losing battle with the flab, A. J. knows she needs a miracle. So she decides to ditch the ‘quick-fix’ diets and try a new approach – one that involves discovering her own inner strength.

Confessions of a Reformed Dieter charts the highs, lows and plateaus of A. J.’s incredible journey, from overcoming an early setback – waking up in hospital with a broken leg after a drunken binge – to the triumph of shedding the first, and last, kilo.

The result is a funny, insightful and inspiring account of a woman who lost 40 kilos without losing her sense of humour – and discovered a whole new life.


About the Author

A. J. Rochester is a Sydney-based writer, performer, comedian, film-maker, poet, singer, single mother and goddess. When asked what she wants to be when she grows up she says, ‘Young’. She is also the host of the popular SBS series ‘Mum’s the Word’.
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I dedicate this to my birth mother,

Kaylene Beverly Rochester.

RIP

… and to all the fat girls


The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step

(Chinese proverb)

Get off your fat arse and move it!

(A. J. Rochester)


Confession

OKAY, SO LET me start by telling you what I’ve eaten in the last few days. Yesterday for breakfast I had pancakes with golden syrup. Then for lunch I had Jarlsberg cheese and Kettle chips on white bread, my son’s unfinished peanut butter sandwiches, two chocolate bars and some seaweed crackers with cheese. For dinner I had a large BBQ meat lovers pizza (with extra spicy sausage), six deep-fried chicken wings, a garlic bread and bottle of Pepsi. Dessert was ice cream with chocolate and strawberry topping. Today, waking up and telling myself I was going to eat well, I proceeded to have a bacon and egg muffin for breakfast and, as I write, I am still licking the oil off my fingers from the KFC I had for lunch. Can’t wait for dinner—I’d better go have a snack.

Hmm, there’s nothing quite like putting a piece of fruit ’n’ nut chocolate in between two salt and vinegar chips. It’s the ultimate in gourmet sandwiches (for those screwing up their noses—try it!) and at least there’s fruit in it.

Now some people might say I have an eating problem. Well, I believe my only problem is that scientists are yet to genetically modify deep-fried Mars Bars so they are a fully nutritious, well-balanced meal containing the complete range of vitamins and minerals and are also completely fat-free. Now that would be a perfect world.

But in reality it’s not a perfect world and I do have an eating problem.

I love food. Even worse, I love junk food. If lard could be double deep-fried I would eat it. If I could deep-fry headache pills I would. If fat could be packaged as a sex aid I would be a very satisfied woman. So it’s no wonder I’m now the size of a small yet economically viable continent. When buying jeans I don’t buy 501s, I buy 1002s. And I don’t get wide leg, I choose wide load. When I work at the cinema, it’s as the screen. I’m so big you have to take a train and two buses to get on my good side. I’m so unfit I can’t even jump to a conclusion. I don’t wear G-strings—I have the whole alphabet. Oh, and my bellybutton no longer collects lint, it makes sweaters.

Now don’t get me wrong. I love myself. I think I am a beautiful, gorgeous, energetic and amazing woman. If I could eat whatever I wanted and be whatever size I was, and still be able to run after my little boy and be able to play chasey for as long as he wanted without feeling like an elephant was tap dancing on my chest, then I would. But that is not the case, and as a parent (particularly a single one), endangering or unnecessarily shortening my life would be irresponsible and selfish.

I still believe society is cruel and discriminatory and that the media and the general population put too much pressure on people to be thin. I believe women should be allowed to be whoever they are and whatever size they are without being ridiculed, dismissed and treated like second-class citizens.

Having said that, though, for my son’s sake I have now decided to DIET. Except that I’m not using the D-word, I’m merely entering the Alfalfa Zone.

Tomorrow I have my first session with a psychiatrist who specialises in eating disorders. I expect her to fill my head with catchy phrases like ‘You are what you eat’ and ‘Your body is a temple’, in which case it means I am a church made of deep fried hamburger, full of worshippers who daily bow to the big oil vat and constantly chant, ‘Would you like fries with that?’

Next week I am meeting with a personal trainer who henceforth shall be called Crusher, so named because I am sure she will crush my desire to eat junk food, crush my overwhelming urge to drive up to the end of my street to get milk, and therefore crush my will to live. In fitness terms that translates to running me through a range of exercises I will promise to do (and won’t), giving me tips on food I will swear to eat (and won’t) and inspire me to be a size 12 before my next birthday (which I won’t).

I have no idea whether or not I will be successful. I am terrified of either outcome, because as an actress I will have no excuse for not getting work. And what if I get thin and still can’t get a boyfriend? Who will I blame then? What if, at the end of eight months, I am bigger than I already am? That’s what has usually happened. I am not new to this diet—sorry, Alfalfa Zone—thing. These are just some of the diets I have tried:

Jenny Craig was very successful initially. In the first week I lost two, maybe three hundred dollars. My wallet was at least two kilos lighter. I called it my cat food diet because I was always opening a tin or a package to eat. There’s nothing as romantic as a dinner for two when your boyfriend’s eating the lamb roast you just cooked and you’re heating up a tin of tuna, he’s on his second case of beer and you’re drinking a diet shake. I did actually lose a lot of weight on that one but as soon as I went off it the fat came thundering back to my thighs.

One of my actress friends told me about the Eat Right For Your Type Diet. Not sure what my type was, I thought about the type of guys I liked. Big, gorgeous black men with really big bank accounts. So my type was rich, big and black, therefore I concluded I would simply have to eat chocolate mud cake, choc chip cookies and Lindt dark chocolate, and before I knew it I’d be sleeping with the man of my dreams! Not so, it would seem. Apparently this is eating the right type of food for your blood type. It turned out to be far too complicated. If I can’t read about it in ten pages or less, then it’s not the diet for me!

Next stop was the Liver Cleansing Diet, which basically meant I would have to give up alcohol, so suffice it to say that diet never made its way out of the bookshop.

Then there was the No-Carbohydrate Diet, the All-Carbohydrate Diet and the All-Protein Diet. All of which managed to make me about six kilos heavier. The All-Fruit, All-Prune, All-Chicken, and All-Apple Diets were great for the first two days, but how long can you eat only chicken before growing an extra set of hormone-enhanced breasts?

And let’s not forget the All-Egg Diet. On that one I didn’t actually lose any weight but I certainly lost a lot of friends. There’s really only a certain number of eggs one person can consume before becoming a national hazard to pollution levels.

I also read an article about these two women in the eighties in America (where else?) who modelled themselves after Barbie. They called themselves the Barbie Twins. When asked to reveal the secret of their successful dieting, they said that before sitting down to a meal they always smothered three-quarters of their dinner in dishwashing liquid, ensuring they would only eat a small portion of what was served. I guess it saved them licking the plate clean.

When Oprah lost all that weight by walking, I went straight out and hired the very last treadmill available in Sydney (Oprah has a way of making things sell). I lost $800 and most of my lounge room. It was the most expensive clotheshorse I have ever owned. Six months later it was returned to the shop, covered in cobwebs. I reasoned that Oprah was rich, she could afford a cook and a trainer and God knows what else it took for her to lose the weight. That old ‘It’s easy for her’ line works every time. After that my motto became ‘No Pain—No Pain’. Sure, hard work has a future payoff, but laziness pays off now!

Then there were the natural therapies. I went to see a naturopath and past life counsellor. He asked me all sorts of questions and got the answers from my higher brain (what?) by getting me to hold my arm out while he tried to push it back down and I tried to resist. If I said yes but meant no, then the arm would go down by my side (of course it had nothing to do with the fact that he was stronger than me!). If only men used that test to see whether or not I really wanted to sleep with them, chances are I’d still be a virgin. Anyway, he said the reason I was overweight was because in one of my past lives I had been Jewish and held in a concentration camp and that I was eating in this life to compensate for that one (I wish I was kidding!). At least that explained why I didn’t like pork. Any wonder I’m the only person I know who liked Yentl.

He put some hippy herb drops in water, said by the time I finished those I’d be ready to be thin, and asked for eighty dollars for the ten-minute consultation. As I explained to the police officer later that day, the reason I bit him on the shin was because I’d been a dog in another past life and he’d been my neglectful owner, so I was just responding to my higher brain’s memory. All charges were dropped and I continued to pile on the pounds. Weehee.

There was also the psychic who told me I was not fat, it was simply my aura that was overweight and my body was just filling the space. She told me that if I could get my aura to lose a few kilos then the body would follow. I thought that was pretty cool. If I could blame my aura then I could also blame my inner child and my mental giant. I could go to Jenny Craig and say, ‘Hi, my inner child’s a few kilos overweight—can you help her lose them?’ Then I’d get the specially priced children’s programme rather than paying the full fee. While I was there my mental giant could go a few rounds on the treadmill, and let’s not forget my spiritual guide. He was toting around a few extra kilos as well and it was really weighing me down. At least with so many people to look after, I never felt guilty ordering up big at Macca’s—three Big Macs, two Filet-o-Fish and a jumbo fries was the standard order.

My friend Phillippa referred me to another psychic counsellor (you’d think I’d learn) who told me to sit opposite her and tell her about the abuse I was subjected to as a child. She sat with her eyes closed and breathed deeply. Then she said that she was breathing in my fat and that in a few days the weight would just start falling off me and that I would never have a problem again. That session cost $120 and by the end of the next week I’d gained another three kilos.

My grandmother felt sorry for me with my obviously ballooning weight so she took me under her wing and introduced me to body wrapping. They wrap you in wet bandages that smell like rotten cabbages, then get a jumbo sized box of Glad Wrap and cover your body in that, then they put a raincoat on you and you sit wrapped up like a mummy thinking there has to be a better way to lose weight. They measure you before and after and you do lose centimetres, and perhaps half a kilo, but as soon as you even drink water, the weight goes back to what it was. I guess when people get sick of the mummy wrap they’ll go one step further and offer you the formaldehyde milkshake diet. One sip and you’ll stay young forever.

I’ve tried vegetarianism (my problem was that I love dead flesh and hate vegetables), laxativism, smoking, chewing gum and sexual substitution (that’s where if you get hungry you have sex instead. Don’t try it—your lover just ends up having a headache twenty times a day). I’ve tried everything except what I am about to do—get well on the inside (my psychiatrist), get advice for the outside (a nutritionist) and get help for the backside (my personal trainer).

And if all of that fails then I guess I will just have to go back to hiring Moscow Circus to make my dresses, I won’t go to the beach for fear of Greenpeace pushing me back out to sea and I’ll keep promising myself that next year I am definitely going to lose weight!



YOU ARE NOW ENTERING THE ALFALFA ZONE

(Please leave your thighs at the door.)



THE FIRST TIME I met with my psychiatrist, who I immediately dubbed Dr Nutcase, she didn’t tell me my body was a temple or anything like that. She asked me to tell her about myself. Apparently I can’t just say ‘I have an eating disorder’ while they wave a dead chicken (preferably deep fried) in the air doing incantations so that when I walk out of the place I will no longer crave roast chicken and potatoes all smothered in luscious, fat-filled gravy and instead crave beautiful wholemeal pita bread sandwiches stuffed with watercress, alfalfa sprouts and bamboo shoots … No, apparently it’s not as easy as that. According to her I have to delve into myself a little. Hmm. I have a terrible feeling I’m not going to do too well here.


A. J. Rochester’s history as requested by Dr Nutcase

NOW, I DON’T want you to laugh, and I know you will think I am joking, but I swear on my birth mother’s grave that this is the truth. Since writing that last paragraph I have been to the shops and eaten a hamburger, chips (with extra chicken salt), a couple of chocolate bars and half a packet of chewy sweets. And you know what? It would be funny if it weren’t so bloody tragic. Have you any idea what it feels like to have no control over how you live your life? To feel trapped in your habits? To not want to know yourself so much that you eat and you eat and you eat until you feel so full and so sick and so disgusted with yourself that your mind is too busy loathing you to have any space left to think about what is really bothering you? Well, I do know what that is like, because that is my life.

Where do I start? Well, I wasn’t always fat. When I was a fetus I was a healthy weight. Of course, I still couldn’t find a thing to wear but it didn’t seem to bother me as much then.

I was born in Sydney on 17 April 1969. My mother was young, single and wanted to be a model so, bowing to the social pressure of the time, she agreed (with a lot of ‘help’ from the government) to have me adopted out. She tried to get me back but was told I had already gone to my new family. This was not true but she was not to know. Nor did she know she legally had a month to change her mind, something a lot of single mothers were not told back then.

When I was about six weeks of age I was formally adopted by a married, Anglo-Saxon couple some government agency believed would make better parents than my biological grandparents, who had attempted to adopt me but were told the situation was irreversible. I lived in Sydney for eight years and led a very active life. I was a healthy normal- (if not a little under-) weight child with all the usual interests kids have: I did swimming, ballet, physical culture, played tiny tot tennis, rode my bike anywhere I could get away with, and ran around with the neighbourhood kids.

When I was eight my family moved from Sydney to a quaint little town in country New South Wales—not the end of the world, but you could see it from there. It was a dream come true for my father and a nightmare for me.

The first change to my lifestyle was that I no longer engaged in my regular physical activities. Being a city kid, I found that catching pigs, herding cows or chasing the chickens wasn’t a substitute for ballet or swimming. In my former world chickens were for eating and they usually came deep fried in a bucket labelled KFC. As far as I knew, chickens grew on trees or in freezers. Pigs were on afternoon cartoon shows and cows, well, they were what you silently called your grandmother after she’d made you eat your sprouts. The only good thing about the country was being able to put a bit of distance between myself and my older brother.

So on top of losing my already hectic exercise schedule, the new school I attended had a teacher who was one of those unlovely creatures called a paedophile. On top of the physical and sexual abuse, which became my daily nightmare, he subjected me to horrific mental abuse. He would sit me in class and pick on me, making comments about my appearance, saying things like the reason I had buckteeth was because of all the hot air issuing from my mouth. I would get into trouble for no reason and he would send me to his office where he could get at me alone and uninterrupted. Apparently, according to information I’ve read on sexual abuse, it is common for abusers to belittle their victims publicly because of a fear of showing favouritism and quite simply because they are on a very sick and twisted power trip. I have carried a lot of guilt around with me for not saying something to anyone about it then.

The abuse went on from Grade 3 through to Grade 5. He would threaten me each year before the start of the holidays, warning me that if I told anyone about ‘our little secret’ he would make me repeat a year. Loving school and knowledge as much as I did, my teacher knew that was the very thing that would maintain my silence. My holidays were clouded with fear, worrying about the humiliation of having to repeat, a threat he never came good on.

The saddest part about that episode in my life is I really believed I was special. That’s what he told me and when he put his arms around me I felt loved, because physical affection was rarely demonstrated in our house. Hungry for any kind of affection, I was the perfect prey.

Earlier this year I faced my fear and wrote about the abuse for the very first time. Maybe, because of that, I am now ready to let go and lose weight. Maybe, because of that, I no longer need to protect myself with excess flesh. Maybe I’ve finally let that demon rest.

Anyway, thankfully the abuse stopped when the teacher was suddenly removed from the school. I had one more year of primary left and, under the care of a beautiful man who nurtured my tattered little soul, I found enough confidence to enter the very scary world that is high school.

My high school was near an abattoir, or the meat works as the locals came to call it. Hot summer days, if the wind blew in the right direction, were an experience I could never forget. There’s nothing quite like being in science class cutting open a thawed rat while the smell of freshly slaughtered animals mixed with day-old drying blood and exposed offal wafts in on the wind of a 40-degree heat wave. Ah, memories! It’s no wonder I constantly lost my appetite.

At high school there was the usual peer group pressure to look good. It was perhaps even stronger where I lived, especially when the ever so glamorous beef queens are crowned. It was every girl’s dream to be crowned Miss Hereford or Miss Longhorn, and the pressure to look good started at an early age.

By midway through high school I was already seriously screwed up. I had very low self-esteem, I was convinced I was ugly and I hated myself. My opinion of myself was not helped by the fact that my brother and his gang of mates would call me ‘Little Fat Rochester’. At the time I was in no way anything that would even resemble fat. It’s just that ‘fat’ was the hate word of the moment, like ‘gay’ has been in the past and like ‘retard’ was when I was in primary school.

Although we lived a long way out of town I convinced my parents to let me return to ballet. From day one the twigs I danced with, including my ballet teacher, constantly urged me to watch my weight because, apparently, I had the potential to have a problem. Boy, were they right!

When girls pulled me aside in high school I knew it was for ‘the talk’. They’d say really helpful things like, ‘Gary really likes you and thinks that if you lost a little bit of weight he’d probably go out with you.’ I’d respond with, ‘If I lost a little bit of weight I’d go out with someone better than Gary.’ So, as you can see, making friends was not something I did naturally.

I was absolutely terrified of boys and said no to some very sweet ones because I was so scared. By the time my hormones had started coursing through my body, I carried a very terrible secret inside my head. I was not a virgin and in those days a non-virgin was a slut, so I was damaged goods. And on top of that I blamed myself for the abuse. I had obviously encouraged it because I never said no. I was the dirty one.

A few years later with my parents’ divorce looming, I moved to Sydney and the strangest thing was that I went completely in the opposite direction sexually. I found myself sleeping with almost everyone who was interested. I could not say no. Anyone who wanted it got it. I didn’t feel any better about myself, nor did I enjoy it. And even when I said no I found I had no power. I was raped when I was just eighteen: I said no numerous times, closed my legs and did all but hit and kick my attacker. Instead I just left my body while he did what he wanted then declared I had been the worst of his 378 conquests.

The years passed and despite the pressure to be a stick I continued to maintain a healthy weight and what I consider to be a perfectly normal young woman’s body. But the pressure was mounting and the fact that I wanted to become an actress meant I had no alternative but to diet, encouraged heartily by my mother. That’s where I found the apples-only diet, then the egg diet. Mum was an endless supply of crash diets guaranteed to help you put on at least two kilos a week. I decided diets didn’t work, I would never be thin and therefore I decided I would never be beautiful.

Around 1984 a new craze was taking over the world. I read all about it in the teen magazines. It was the diet all the models and actresses were on, so I figured it must be good, even if it was killing them. It was called anorexia nervosa. And thinly veiled in the articles about the disease were instructions on how to starve yourself to death. I had found my path to beauty.

Off I went to drama college and dance classes, the beginnings of an eating disorder intact, and what did I find? My classes were full of fellow eating disorder-ettes. We swapped insane diet tips like ‘101 Ways to Regurgitate Your Meal’ and ‘How Laxatives Paved the Way for Me!’, and did all but declare ourselves a club. The only things missing were our secret handshake (which would have been two fingers down the throat) and a cheer.

The crazy thing is that I was still not fat. I was still dancing, but even the teachers said to me that I would never get gigs if I stayed the way I was—a size 12 was considered overweight.

The first role I scored in a feature film reinforced my belief that I really was fat. I was to play, of all things, the fat girl, even though I was still a size 12. When I met the writer he told me excitedly that I was exactly like the real-life girl I was playing. I was severely depressed and decided I would only ever get to play fat girl roles if I stayed a size 12.

So I literally began to starve myself. It seemed to be the only way. It was obviously working for all the girls who were getting gigs, so I knew it would work for me. I would take speed pills and then not eat for days. Dance classes were often plagued with fits of dizziness but no one seemed concerned—that’s just what we did so we could be ‘successful’.

I also started to take laxatives every time I ate—just one or two at first, but that quickly turned into taking about fifty a night. I would try to time my laxative sessions so they would be finished by about eight in the morning. Some nights that would mean all-night vigils on the porcelain bus. Occasionally, not having eaten enough to actually digest the pills, the after-effects would hit me later the same day, and I wasn’t always in the right place to deal with them.

At the time I was paying the bills by doing clowning (well, we all have to eat! Or at least think about it …). Anyway, I remember doing a children’s birthday party in Pymble, in Sydney’s old money area, daaahling. There I was, Lu-Lu the clown, in the middle of my fun-filled magic show when I was overcome by a powerful urge to go to the toilet. I tried to ignore it but soon realised that if I didn’t disappear immediately, the children would see a magic trick they would never forget.

I made my excuses, found my way to the pristine marble bathroom and took ten minutes out to deal with the ‘situation’. I splashed cold water on my face, washing off half my make-up in the process, said a quick prayer to the God of Ablutions and went back out to finish the show.

Just as I stepped in front of the kids I knew I had to turn and run for the bathroom again, this time with twenty kids chasing me, thinking it was some new version of hide-and-seek. So there I was, locked in the toilet with a gang of five year olds banging on the door screaming, ‘Clown! Clown! Clown! Clown!’ only to be interrupted by the parents knocking gently and asking if I was all right. What could I say? Yes, I’m just in the midst of a porcelain purging session, I’ll be all right with five years of therapy and a good sense of body image? I remember blaming a bad curry, refusing to take their money and offering to do a freebie for them the following year. Funnily enough, they never called me back.

The thing that really escalated my eating disorder around this time was a disastrous relationship with a man I lived with for over two years. The reason I stayed with him for so long completely eludes me now, because it was totally dysfunctional. From very early in the relationship he would point out how if I lost a little bit of weight I’d have a really good body. He also thought if I did that, then I could actually be quite successful at acting. He said guys would be lining up to go out with me. I should have asked him if he knew a guy from the country called Gary and I should definitely have left him then but alas I did no such thing. Wanting to please him, I said I would go on a diet.

The first wonderful piece of advice he gave me (as my unofficial personal trainer) was that dieting was easy. His philosophy (a man who would always be skinny) was that if I didn’t eat I would lose weight. After a few weeks of semi-starvation I stopped eating altogether. It just seemed easier than having to listen to him tell me that eating was why I was fat. He kept telling me he loved the new body I was getting and told me how his friends were already jealous, and how I could do anything I wanted if I could just lose a little more weight. I believed him. I was getting more attention, I loved the compliments and the flirting, and I loved my rapidly shrinking body. I felt in control.

A few friends made odd comments about me not eating, but only one person warned me I’d get anorexia if I wasn’t careful. The problem was, that’s what I wanted. I wanted to be anorexic because that word didn’t mean sick to me, that word meant being thin, and thin, as every magazine told me, meant beautiful and successful. I was obsessed with stories of women with anorexia and wished I could be like them. I used to think, if only I had the strength to do what they do. All I wanted was to starve myself to near death. It seemed so attractive. My ambition became: get thin at all costs. I set myself a food limit: half an egg sandwich and one apple a week. Always followed by a box of laxatives.

Of course, I was starving, and I desperately craved certain foods … well, food in general. When the desire for food became overwhelming, I would sneak up the road (away from my food Nazi boyfriend) and furtively eat anything I could get my hands on. I would be racked with guilt afterwards. I was a failure. I was a failure because I had to eat.

I started just chewing the food and spitting it out but it wasn’t enough. I started thinking about how many of the calories still went down my throat even if I didn’t swallow the food. I started to think that even if I touched food, calories would stick to my fingers and be absorbed into my body. So I decided to start vomiting. If I had to eat then I would make myself throw up.

I was still plagued by the thought of all the extra calories I could not purge soon enough so I kept taking laxatives as a back-up. I would go from chemist to chemist and purchase the biggest box available. I bought so many I had to go to chemists in other suburbs for fear of them knowing my terrible secret. Fifty tablets a night was the norm for me, depending on what I’d eaten that day. I don’t know how my partner never found out as I spent most nights getting in and out of bed.

During that time I managed (despite apparently being fat) to score a role in the feature film The Crossing. It should have been one of the happiest times of my life but it wasn’t. I spent my days on location being a budding movie star and my nights in the bathroom either throwing up, sitting on the toilet or lying on the cold tile floor too weak to move from the toxic damage I was doing to my body. The make-up artists would have a hell of a time trying to disguise the circles under my eyes, pale face and acne from malnutrition. Still, at every break in filming I could be seen doing sit-ups and leg-lifts with 7-kilo weights strapped to my ankles. I was obsessed.

I remember going for my wardrobe fitting and freaking out about a figure-hugging skirt my character was supposed to wear. In a fit of tears I literally begged the wardrobe mistress to change my outfit to something that didn’t make me look so fat. They swapped dresses with one of the other actresses but it didn’t actually make me feel any better. I felt like an impostor, I felt like I was fat and that everyone knew it and that I didn’t really belong on a real movie set because basically I was too fat to be a real actress. Of course, tell that to Camryn Mannheim, Rosie O’Donnell, Kathy Bates and Deborah Mailman and they would laugh in your face, but it wasn’t really about what I looked like, it was how I felt about myself. I was not worthy.

I look at photos of myself at that time and I don’t remember having such a small body. Why don’t they teach you at school how to love yourself and look after your body? If they did it while we were young enough for it to become a part of our consciousness, then so many people would be spared so much grief.

Not long after that film I remember my boyfriend finding chocolate wrappers hidden in the pockets of my jackets and he confronted me with them, saying I’d never have a good body if I ate crap like that. I remember being shamed and desperately wanting to tell him that I thought I might have a problem because I couldn’t stop bingeing and purging, but I kept my silence and became even more obsessed.

He went overseas and I launched myself into my eating disorder as far as I could go. I did not eat. I worked out like a maniac. My usual day consisted of swimming for three hours, walking for one hour and doing sit-ups and leg-lifts whenever I could. I took cocktails of speed and laxatives, I drank litres of water and replaced tea with plain hot water. I literally lived (if you could call it that) on nothing. Not surprisingly, I lost weight. Very quickly. And with the rapid weight loss, once again came all the compliments, which just reinforced that I was doing the right thing.

But I didn’t just lose weight—I also lost my breasts and my social life. I grew facial hair, had bad breath, I alienated my friends and became a complete and utter walking-talking basket case. I was constantly sick and listless. I spent hours of the daytime sleeping because I had little energy to do anything else; I had chronic stomach cramps from severe malnutrition and overdosing on laxatives. I spent so much time throwing up that I was lucky not to do permanent damage to my teeth (bile rots enamel), my memory was atrocious, I had dizzy spells whenever I stood up, I lost my tolerance for alcohol, I was having muscle spasms and severe cramps in my legs, and suffered heart palpitations. By this point I no longer thought I had a problem. I thought I was the dieting queen.

I caught up with my man overseas, my weight close to 45 kilos, which was too light even for my small 161 cm frame and he greeted me with, ‘You are now truly beautiful.’ I wasn’t convinced. It was my aim to be less than 40 kilos. There are so few photos of me then because I hated my body and didn’t want anyone to take photos of it. I had no idea how thin I was. I remember saying to one of my girlfriends on tour, ‘Gee, I wish I was as thin as you.’ She turned to me with the strangest look on her face and said, ‘You’re sick.’ I had no idea just how right she was.

Two weeks later I collapsed in a hotel bathroom, unable to get out of the bath, severely underweight, at risk of liver failure, having such intense heart palpitations and in so much pain I could not pick myself up off the floor. I was killing myself.

Before flying back to Australia, a nurse the size of the Titanic examined me and said, ‘Love, you’re anorexic, aren’t you? It’s really simple, darling: if you don’t eat you’ll die.’ And with that little gem, a broken heart and the decision to give up acting, I started to eat—and eat and eat and eat … I believed in doing everything as well as I could so instead of starvation, food became my new love. Oh, and that’s when I made the decision it would be easier and less heartbreaking to become a lesbian.

I thought it would be safe to be a lesbian. I felt like there was a possibility that I could just be me. I wouldn’t have to starve myself to be loved and I wouldn’t be sexually harassed. The problem with that rather naïve theory is that lesbians are the same as anyone else and just as many lesbians as men (if not more) made passes at me. After about two years of trying to be a lesbian I had to admit defeat. I had one major problem—I liked boys, a fact which makes life as a lesbian pretty hard.

Not long after that I was on again, off again with the only relationship I have had that was even remotely healthy, and in the midst of trying to make that work I lost my birth mother. That in itself is a complicated story and reads like a soap opera. As I mentioned earlier, I am adopted. When the laws changed I traced my origins only to discover that I already knew my birth mother. My best friend Zoë and I had worked in her theatre restaurant the year before. So, having only just been happily reunited with my real mother, in a cruel twist of fate it was less than a year later when she died. Once again, I was alone and without the mother I had longed to get to know all of my life.

In an attempt to deal with my grief, I pushed away the man I loved, officially sacked my agent, lost contact with friends and family and started to eat and drink my way into obscurity. I look back at that time in my life and think that I was probably having a fairly major nervous breakdown. Pity I couldn’t call a mobile mechanic.

After a few years of eating on the run and no longer dancing or exercising at all, I started to pile on the kilos. I didn’t care. I was going to eat anything I could get my hands on—especially junk food, because junk food made me happy. I wanted to bury all my hurt and pain in my fat. I wanted to be invisible to men because sexual pressure just made me afraid and in the position of having to defend myself (not always successfully).

Every day was wasted thinking about my next meal. I would eat until no longer hungry and then I would eat some more. I hated myself, and in an attempt to not feel the hatred I just ate more. Pizza, fish and chips, chocolate bars, lollies, hamburgers, red wine, beer, beer, and more beer. Anything to help me forget every problem I’d never faced.

Having turned my back on acting I threw myself into my comedy and writing, with clowning still paying my way. The great thing about clowning was that it was funny to be fat and everybody loved you. I was a natural. Put on the mask and away I went. I realised that if I wanted to be successful at comedy I had to use my fat (and I was very aware that there was only ever fat or thin, with nothing in between). I started to develop some wonderfully hideous fat characters that got big laughs. I had found a way to make people love me!

In an attempt to promote a comedy show I was doing at the Harbourside Brasserie I talked my way into a guest DJ spot on a local radio station, doing a breakfast show on the Central Coast, an hour’s drive north of Sydney.

There’s a popular expression, ‘You’ve got a great face for TV’. Well, I had a great body for radio. It was kind of funny when people came out to meet the morning crew. They would always be disappointed. The men would say, ‘Gee, I thought you’d look different.’ Translated: ‘You sound thinner on radio.’

Working from 3 am and quite often not finishing till 6 or 7 at night, I lived off McDonald’s, and they’d often give us our brekkie for free. I was always too tired to cook so I just ate from the side of the road, and I don’t mean roadkill. I mean I accumulated frequent fryer points. I knew every drive-thru attendant by name, rank and serial number, and even more embarrassingly they knew exactly what I would order. I’d never have to say a word.

Three years of being the takeaway queen, too much loneliness and sadness and 30 more kilos on my small 161 cm frame and I was even more convinced that I was fat, ugly and forever unable to gain control of my life. The one thing I never stopped to think was that no matter what size I was, fat or thin, the only thing that remained a constant was that I thought I was ugly and not good enough to love, least of all by me. That time in my life is marred by a couple of poorly attempted suicides but I couldn’t even get that right. I was convinced I was a failure.

I turned my back on radio, burning a few too many bridges, and returned to Sydney in search of the happiness that I thought would save my life. I decided I would do what I had always dreamed of doing: write children’s books, teen fiction and outrageous poetry. I thought that if I could just follow my heart then it might lead me back to who I really was and somehow, in amongst all the fear and pain, I might find a way through.

I went on the John Howard Arts Scholarship (dole) and became a writer (professional beer drinker). Figuring I sounded better than I looked, I tried my hand at phone sex. I failed miserably, only able to breathlessly pant things like, ‘Your hands wander down to my area of luurve’ instead of the naughty bits the paying customers wanted to talk about. I remember one day saying, very Marilyn Monroe-ish, ‘Your hands caress my big, voluminous melon-like breasts—’ And the customer cut in with ‘Not that big.’ I realised then that, even over the phone, I was still way too fat.

With the last of my radio money I decided to go to Bali for ‘the holiday of a lifetime’. After years of friends telling me what a great party place it was, so relaxed, so much fun, beautiful friendly people, I finally succumbed and ended up there with the ten thousand other drunken Aussies we saw frequenting the pool bars. It was a nightmare. Wherever I went I was pointed at by the Balinese men. They would puff out their cheeks, laugh, mimic my fat walk and exclaim loudly, ‘Hey, sumo! Very fat sumo! Hey, sumo lady, you very fat!’

I was feeling so bad that I couldn’t bring myself even to lie by the poolside to get one of those great five-dollar massages. After much nagging by my friend Alicia I agreed to have the ‘ten-dollar in the privacy of your hotel room’ deal. Ten minutes into my forty-five minute massage the size 6 woman says to me, ‘You very fat. Something the matter with you?’

In tears that night I promised myself I would never come to Bali again and that I would finally lose some weight. I put on quite a few more kilos before I actually decided to honour that promise.

Unfortunately, when I came back to Sydney I fell in with a pack of performance poets. I spent three years drinking heavily, eating hot dogs and meat pies in the wee hours of the morning, living off two-minute noodles and writing some really good poetry (at least, after fifteen beers it sounded really good). The beer added another ten or twenty kilos (I’m not sure—I threw out my scales five dress sizes ago) and in the midst of too many late-night binge-drinking sessions and telling everyone ‘I love you …’ I fell pregnant with the little man who is my son Kai. This was not what I had planned for my life!

Funnily enough, that’s when my life started to turn around. Sounds like a great dieting tip: just get pregnant and you’ll get off your fat bum and do something with yourself. There is nothing like being responsible for the life of an innocent child to help you get your shit together. The first thing I did was stop drinking. I started to eat healthily for the first time in my life and throughout most of my pregnancy, without meaning to, I actually lost weight. I remember that during my labour I said to my best friend Zoë the same thing I’d said every year of my fat life: ‘I promise you, I am going to get fit. I am going to get so healthy. You just wait and see.’ Zoë had heard this a million times and, true to form, it turned out to be another hollow promise.

My relationship with Kai’s dad was not going well and I handled it the way I had handled every other problem in my life: I tried to eat it away. My daily diet consisted of spring rolls, dim sims, prawn toast, hot chips, roast chicken, pizza, lollies, cheesecake, French toast, chocolate, potato gems, fish-finger sandwiches (eight at a time), no fruit, no vegetables and definitely no self-respect. I hated myself, I hated my lack of control, I hated the fact that not only was I going to be single (again) I was now going to be a single mum. I felt a complete and utter failure and had I not had my son to live for, it is highly likely I may have tried to kill myself a little more quickly than by eating myself to death.

For the last few years I’ve made a living (if you could call it that) singing in my band, doing spoken word (performance poetry), selling articles to magazines, and doing corporate comedy shows, the odd clown gig and any television I could talk my way into.

I was due to give birth to Kai the day I performed my poetry at the Basement jazz club in Sydney, September 1999, when I was talent scouted by Lina Safro, a producer from SBSTV. She was doing a series on motherhood called ‘Mum’s the Word’, was looking for a host and wondered if I’d like the job. Of course I said yes immediately, but was plagued by the fear that she presumed I was just fat because I was pregnant and once she realised I was really fat then I’d lose my part in the show.

I would often joke to my friends that SBS hired me not because of ethnicity but because I was fat and in television terms that definitely made me a minority. God bless equal opportunity employers.

To her credit, Lina hired me for my talent and not the size of my body. We filmed eight episodes, each on a different aspect of motherhood. I introduced and closed the show, filmed links to various segments and best of all, it was my job to interview famous dads.

I was constantly haunted by the thought of what I would look like on screen given that, apart from already being over one hundred kilos, the camera makes you look a stone (7 kilos) heavier than you actually are. I wondered whether they shot me with a wide angle lens.

When the show finally aired in May 2001 I saw myself on screen and cringed. I did a photo shoot for TV Week and when I saw the article I realised why they had only used a head shot. If they’d done a full body shot they’d have needed a double-page spread. I was desperately ashamed but tried to make the best of a bad situation.

I decided to throw a publicity stunt halfway through the series. Being fat, I knew the odds were against me being offered any more jobs in TV. I wanted my own comedy show and thought that if I embraced the fact that I am fat then someone might say, ‘Oh, she’s the next big thing in comedy and everyone knows fat girls are funny!’ Rather than being embarrassed by my size, I thought I’d act all proud and empowered (note the word ‘act’—I didn’t feel empowered at all.) I declared a national Flesh is Best Day and imagined ‘A Current Affair’ not doing their usual ‘Mary lost 100 kilos and gained a life and two husbands’ story but instead showing a group of big girls who were proud to be fat and wanted to stay that way. Women celebrating their flesh!

I staged the stunt at Sydney Town Hall. I had a huge chocolate bar built for the occasion. ‘Fatbury’s dairy milk chocolate … an arse and a half in every bar’. I had belly-dancers, body-painters, a waif begging for chocolate donations and various fat comedy characters all running around asking guys if they’d been with a big woman before. I declared myself to be big, beautiful and here to stay! To the passers-by I sang a song I had written called ‘White African Queen’: ‘I am a woman, I have flesh to spare, I’d be a goddess anywhere but here, I’m a size sixteen, an African Queen, but because I’m white my size is not right …’ The funny thing was that I was not a size 16. I was a size 26! But I was intent on creating a positive image of fat girls.

We formed a picket line and carried placards that declared ‘My boobs and chest are Rubenesque’, ‘I shop at Big Flesh’, ‘I’m Fat-tastic’ and ‘Don’t put a Fatwah on me’. I wore a fabulous red ‘fashioned for the big girl’ piece of lingerie (some people might call it a curtain). We handed out petitions to dress manufacturers to increase their sizing, to airlines to increase the width of their seats and to television execs to show more real women on TV (i.e. women like me!).

It was great fun. Lots of women came up and said, ‘Yeah, big girls rule!’ Lots of older men came up for a cuddle and a kiss. Many women shared their personal horror stories of being overweight and suffering from eating disorders, and a film crew even turned up. They were from the Lifestyle Channel on Foxtel and they were doing a show on obesity (such a dirty word) with the lovely working title of ‘The Fat Trap’. They filmed my stunt and said they would meet with me next week to do a full length interview.

The film crew were interested in talking with someone who was obese, which came as really shocking news to me. Had I really become that fat? This was the ultimate moment of realisation and truth. I was fat, everyone knew I was fat, and the question was, did I really want to stay that way for the rest of my life?

That word—OBESE—kept going around and around inside my head. Other people were obese, surely I wasn’t that fat?! Obese meant out of control, dangerously overweight, socially unacceptable and completely, well, FAT. I’d been so busy calling myself a goddess that I’d lost sight of the bigger picture—I was slowly but surely killing myself. How could I possibly be proud of that?

I realised I was at crisis point. I looked at my son and saw his little double chins developing and wondered what I was doing to him. I seriously questioned whether this was the way I wanted to live (or half live) the rest of my life.


Which Way are the Choccy Biccies?

THE NEXT TIME I did a supermarket shop, I was determined to make healthy choices—how hard can it be? Okay, very. I remember reading somewhere that you shouldn’t shop when you’re hungry, so I stopped off at the food hall and had a Chinese all-you-can-eat plate of food plus two dim sims, a can of Coke and a piece of chocolate mud cake. I’m not sure that’s what they meant but I was now ready to shop.

I started off okay in the fruit and veggie section. I got mushrooms, figuring I could make some kind of healthy pasta dish with those and I also threw in two bananas, one orange and I nearly bought an avocado but then I thought it might be full of fat.

I successfully passed the deli section and refrained from buying twiggy sticks, frankfurters and bacon. Then I entered the cereal aisle.

Oh my God, I was not prepared for the sea of information on the backs of the cereal packets. Any more info and it’d be the bloody Encyclopedia Britannica. First there were the fat-free fruit bricks with four added vitamins, the iron-enriched flakes that were high in fibre, the Heart Foundation approved cereal with added folate and antioxidants (What are they? Bran flakes that stop body odour?), ones with added minerals, added vitamins, added iron, added fruit, added additives, cholesterol free, fat free, calorie free and I’m sure the ones that are best for me
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