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            Dedication

         
         
            Dear Body,

            Life has often felt full of conflict. I’ve felt dissonance in body, being, and self. There has been grief, shame, and affliction
               but also deep love, immense joy, and persistent hope, always hope. It seeps through every crack and crevice, bubbling up,
               spilling out into even the darkest of moments, undeniable.
            

            Living in this body is both a sacred and complicated experience. I promise to stay open, willing, and present as we continue
               to make our way through the world together.
            

            Our relationship is complex and ever changing: That’s what makes it beautiful.
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            Prologue
A Story

         
         
            Dear Body,

            Today I promise to honor you with intention.

         

         Ring.

         
         My foot jittered involuntarily, my neon-orange toenails tracing an invisible line on the floor as I cradled my cell phone
            on my shoulder, listening to it ring on the other end. I’d had restless legs syndrome since I was a preteen; today it felt
            less like a nuisance and more like anticipation.
         

         
         My hands were occupied, holding my nine-month-old as he nursed distractedly, latching, then pulling off to laugh at his siblings.
            The older kids were playing on the floor with an array of wooden cooking spoons, pots, and old containers. They preferred
            to play with the items we used every day rather than the buckets of toys that littered their rooms. Go figure.
         

         
         Ring.
         

         
         I sighed and shifted my position on our old leather hand-me-down couch. I caught a whiff of the cinnamon streusel banana bread baking in the oven. It smelled like autumn, although it was March, and I made a mental note to check it after my phone call. Was it so irrational to want my mom to answer my calls on the first ring? 

         
         Life had been full lately and I had a feeling that this fullness was about to expand. My excitement always began to build
            in the springtime and blossomed fully in the summer when the weather got hot and the sun shone brightest. But this was different.
            This was a new kind of energy. My spirit was nearly shouting that I was on the precipice of something. My gut was telling
            me to go, build, make—but my brain was quick to remind me that I had three children under five and that all of my attention
            should be focused on them.
         

         
         Ring.

         
         But I couldn’t shake this feeling that I should be doing something more. I thought of my aunt Kim, who always said that your
            identity should never be so wrapped up in your children that you didn’t know who you were anymore when they left. You’re not raising children, I could practically hear her voice in my mind, you’re raising adults. I knew that it was just as important for me to invest in and take care of myself as it was for me to care for them. Maybe
            even a little more important. As the saying goes, you can’t pour from an empty cup.
         

         
         Just a few months earlier—January 4, 2017, to be exact—I had decided to practice intentionality when it came to filling that
            cup. And it was Aunt Kim’s words that assuaged my societally conditioned mom guilt when I began to take moments for myself.
            For the first time in my life, I realized it was necessary to cultivate a lifestyle that encouraged my long-term health and
            wellness. There was a meme that had been floating around the internet that said We would all die for our children, but are we willing to live for them? I wanted to live for my children, but I was discovering how important it was to live for myself. 

         
         Ring.

         
         Actually live. Make positive choices that supported longevity and sanctity of mind, body, and spirit. This was something big
            for me. Soul-rattling, person-changing. A revelation that practicing self-love with nothing but a massage, pedicure, or bubble
            bath wasn’t the type of care that my mind, body, and spirit truly needed. What I really needed was the courage to dig deep
            below the surface and uncover the roots of the illness that had kept me from reaching my full potential, that I had so carefully
            buried over the years because facing it was too much to bear.
         

         
         But I was twenty-seven now and responsible for mothering these three beautiful little beings, and I knew that unhealed trauma,
            no matter how deeply buried, always rises to the surface, begging to be dealt with. So I greeted 2017 with a goal to heal,
            and as I became diligent about taking time for my own health and wellness, I began to feel like it all might be for some greater,
            grander, more extraordinary purpose than I had ever imagined.
         

         
         Ring—

         
         “Hellooo.” My mom’s musical voice practically sang through the other end.

         
         “Well, hello to you!” I responded with a smile. We worked through our usual niceties— “What have you been up to?” “How’s Dad?”
            “How are the kids?”—before she cut to the chase.
         

         
         “What’s up?”

         
         “Have you ever felt like something’s coming? Something big and inexplicably life-changing, but you can’t figure out what it is and why you feel that way and you don’t know if it’s really a premonition or just last night’s lasagna?” I asked all in one breath. My mom chuckled softly as I sat the baby on the floor with his siblings. 

         
         “Hmm,” she murmured. “Off the top of my head, I can’t say that I have. Is there something you want to be doing?” I heard her
            fiddling in the background and guessed she probably had me on speakerphone as she worked through one of her paint-by-numbers
            on her favorite iPhone app.
         

         
         I went to go check on my banana bread. “I feel like I’m supposed to be doing something more.”

         
         She hmmed again and asked me how my challenge was going. She knew that my New Year’s resolution was to invest more time into
            cooking. Starting in January, I had challenged myself to cook dinner at home every night with real, minimally processed or
            unprocessed foods. If there was a party or function we had to attend, we could eat out, as long as I stuck to real food. In
            other words, I’d eat stuff that came from the earth, not a laboratory. I’d spent the past six years researching ingredients
            and educating myself about the importance of what goes into the body—and on it. By making small changes over time, I’d been
            able to see the benefits that came from being mindful about these things.
         

         
         But what I really wanted to focus on was managing my time better so we could eat this way every day, not just some days. As
            a stay-at-home mom, I knew I could find the time to make meals if I reorganized my life a little. Up until that point, I’d
            fallen stomach-first into having the hubs pick up dinner several nights a week on his way home—pizza, Taco Bell, and the occasional
            Wendy’s drive-through had turned into our normal routine instead of something we resorted to in a pinch. I knew that the food
            choices we were making didn’t support a healthy lifestyle, and I was on a mission to change that.
         

         
         I opened the oven and stuck a toothpick in the loaf of banana bread; it was perfect. I pulled it out and set it on a wire rack to cool. “It’s going really well. I’ve lost forty-six pounds in three months. My doctor told me to stop taking my Synthroid because, for the first time in ten years, my thyroid was overmedicated. She thinks that I may have reversed my thyroid disease.”
         

         
         “That’s fantastic!” she said.

         
         “I know. I think about all of those people out there in the world who have accepted sickness as their baseline. I didn’t even
            realize how sick I was until I felt better. I find myself saying constantly, ‘I can’t believe how good I feel.’ Because the
            truth is, I was sick, but I lived with it for so long, I forgot how it felt not to be sick. And now that I’m healing and recognizing
            how important ingredients are, I want to shout it from the rooftops!” I punctuated that statement with a bang of my spatula
            as I tidied up the counter from my baking.
         

         
         “You might be onto something,” my mom said. “You should pray about it.”

         
         “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately.” And I had. Every time I discussed this feeling with my husband, he was adamant that
            prayer was the answer. I was reminded of one of my kids’ favorite movies, Frozen, and I felt like Elsa, full of excitement and trepidation, on the precipice of launching herself into the unknown.
         

         
         That afternoon I prayed about the nagging mystical stirrings, and I kept praying about them anytime they surfaced. And then, two weeks later, on a regular Tuesday afternoon while my husband was away on a five-day work trip, and I was solo-mom-ing, it hit me smack in the face. At the time, I didn’t realize exactly what that “it” meant, but at that moment, I knew I’d launched myself off the precipice and into the uncharted territory of the beyond. Beyond myself. Beyond my doing. Beyond the limitations of my imagination. 

         
         I wrote a random post in a Facebook group about eating healthy while breastfeeding, and it went viral. Before I knew it, I
            had a group of people who wanted to know how I’d lost so much weight in such a short time. My rapid weight loss hooked them
            and made my story “newsworthy” and appealing. But it was never about the weight loss for me; that was just what got my foot
            in the door and allowed me to tell the story I really wanted to tell. The one about how I felt condemned to live a life within
            a body that felt like a prison cell instead of a reflection of who I truly was. A story about how making small but calculated
            choices—on everything from what I ate to how I approached my relationships—coalesced into true transformation. A story about
            how I once was sick but now am healed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Becoming

         
         
            Dear Body,

            Thank you for being the vessel that carries all of my thoughts, dreams, and hopes for the future. Thank you for supporting
               me in my adventures then, now, and always.
            

         

         When I was really young, my parents bought me a little tape player/recorder. It was white with a handle, two big black eyes,
            and a big red smile where you inserted the tape, and a bright yellow spiral cord that ended in a microphone. I ruled the world
            with that microphone, let me tell you. I was a force to be reckoned with, bossing around my little brothers and sister at
            only six years old while singing about ladybugs, the sky, and fantastical imaginary things.
         

         
         Weekends were spent on a makeshift stage in our front yard. Built out of discarded cardboard boxes, sheets, and blankets, with flashlights for spotlights, it was the perfect place to put on dramatic performances for the neighborhood kids. Fearless, I sang and danced my way across the cardboard-covered grass. Microphone in one hand and baton in the other, I was blissfully oblivious to anyone else’s opinions as I sashayed and improvised words to music that only I could hear. I would tumble, twirl, and sing—and, thankfully, the other kids would clap and cheer. Like Tinker Bell, I needed applause to live. 

         
         When no one could come out to play—which meant I had no audience—I would perform for the big sweet gum tree in our front yard
            or I’d watch my reflection in our living-room window. Sometimes, if I squeezed my eyes closed tightly and opened them real
            quick, I’d be transported from our Southern California cul-de-sac to a stage in a palace full of royals or to the deck of
            a fancy cruise ship or to the lights of Broadway. There were no limits to where I could go or what I could do.
         

         
         When I was in first grade, my mom signed me up for the school talent show. She sat with me in her bathroom the night before
            and carefully sectioned my long brown hair, then rolled it up in light pink sponge curlers. The day of the show she did my
            makeup; it was the first time I’d ever worn any, and it made me feel so grown up. She bought me a special outfit for the occasion,
            a blue denim dress with a black cowboy hat.
         

         
         Backstage in the auditorium, I remember experiencing an unnerving feeling. My stomach was all balled up and heavy, and my
            face felt both hot and cold at the same time. “I don’t feel so good, Mom,” I told her.
         

         
         “You’re probably just a little nervous. You’ll do great!” She kissed me on the forehead and left to find her seat.

         
         Nervous. I’d never been nervous before, but thinking about all of those real live people with all of their real live eyes on me was making my heart speed up. What if I forgot the words? What if I messed up? For the first time, I began to doubt myself. I looked around the room at all the other performers. Our school ran from elementary to high school, so most of them were much older than I was. A high-school boy caught my eye; I’m sure he recognized the deer-in-the-headlights look on my face. “Hey, I heard you at practice the other day,” he said, approaching me and bending down to my eye level. “Everyone is going to be amazed that someone so little has such a big voice.” 

         
         I barely had time to say “Thank you” before one of the teachers called my name and said I was up next. My palms were sweating
            around the microphone, and I began to feel like I really shouldn’t be doing this—that maybe I was too young, too little. But
            the second I stepped onto that stage, every nerve I had melted away into supernatural calmness. The bright lights of the auditorium
            blinded my eyes, and I was transported back to that piece of cardboard in my front yard as I took a deep breath, smiled brightly,
            and began to sing.
         

         
         “‘Phone rings, baby cries, TV diet guru lies.’” “XXX’s and OOO’s” by Trisha Yearwood was my favorite song and I felt like
            a star as I belted out the lyrics with confidence. Everything felt heightened. More intense. More real. More right. It was
            before I was able to name that feeling, but my gut recognized it right away: it was euphoria. And every show, every performance
            I did—even ones where I wasn’t on a stage in front of hundreds or, sometimes, thousands of people—was my attempt at prolonging
            it, bottling it up so I’d never have to go without it. When I was performing, it was like I was doing exactly what I was made
            to do, living inside a perfect moment, a feeling that comes only when you are doing what you know you were created for.
         

         
         My parents always supported my desire to be on the stage. My mom signed me up for dance classes, and I even got to walk in a fashion show arranged by her work. She never missed a performance or an opportunity to tell me how proud she was. “You’re very special and very talented,” she would say. “I don’t know any other little girls who can do all of the things that you can do.” And I believed her. I believed that I was special.
         

         
         As I grew up and matured, performing began to take a back seat to all the responsibilities that tend to take precedence over
            dreams. One of the hardest things about life is that everything changes. Ironically, it’s also one of the most beautiful things
            about it. We’ll reinvent ourselves a hundred times, chasing euphoria because we know it exists and trying to reconcile who
            we were with who we are becoming.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Innocence

         
         
            Dear Body,

            Here’s what I have learned over time: Other people’s ideas and opinions about you belong to them. I didn’t always know this,
               but I promise to shield you from negativity by affirming you with truth from now on.
            

         

         I remember a time when all I felt was promise, and everything came easily. I fit in at school, got along with others, was
            viewed as someone exceptional and uncommon. People seemed drawn to me—teachers responded to me, adults encouraged me, and
            I felt from the beginning like I was going to do big things and have a big impact on the world.
         

         
         I didn’t think much about my body back then. My time was better spent performing concerts in our empty cul-de-sac, dreaming about singing, dancing, and inhabiting castles in kingdoms. Staying out until the streetlights came on, sending my siblings and me home. I believed that I could achieve or receive anything life had to offer. I was young, innocent, and completely unspoiled by the potential heartache the world could bring. That naïveté was beautiful. 

         
         Food fueled my body for the activities that filled my day. It allowed me to perform and play and keep up with the very busy
            life I was leading. We were one, my body and I, completely in sync, and I had much greater things to think and dream about.
         

         
         And then things changed. I remember the first time I thought about my body as something separate, something negative.

         
         It was my younger brother Connor’s eighth birthday. We had a swim party for him in August. I was only fourteen. It was chaos—kids
            running around, food on every surface, our big extended family squeezing into a little house, filling every nook and cranny.
            I remember walking into the house, still dripping from the pool, a bright orange towel around my shoulders that matched the
            dark orange flowers of my bathing suit.
         

         
         As I headed to the counter, I inhaled the delicious smell of barbecue and tried not to let my wet feet slip on the kitchen
            tile. We had already eaten lunch, but I wanted a handful or two of Cheetos, my favorite snack, and maybe a cup of root beer
            or Mountain Dew. I started to fill a plate with snacks when the towel around me fell to the ground, and family members squeezed
            by me in the kitchen.
         

         
         My stepgrandma knelt down to pick up my towel. As she handed it to me, she said in her thick Mexican accent, “You need to
            learn how to hold in your tummy.”
         

         
         “Huh?” I asked, sure I hadn’t heard her right.

         
         “My mother taught me, and someone needs to teach you. You need to squeeze your tummy and hold it in.” She looked down at my
            plate. “You also shouldn’t eat those things anymore. You are becoming a woman now, and no man will want you with a pudgy figure
            like that.”
         

         
         “Okay,” I muttered. My demeanor changed instantly. I wrapped my towel around my body self-consciously, abandoned my Cheetos on the counter, lowered my head, and retreated to my bedroom. For the next several minutes, I stood in front of my full-length mirror, Gwen Stefani staring at me from the poster above my bed. First, I practiced sucking in my stomach. Then I poked at it, wondering why I had never realized how soft and squishy it was. It had ripples and dimples; those weren’t supposed to be there? I knew I’d recently developed stretch marks on my sides, but my mom had those too. Weren’t they just beauty marks that showed I was developing into a woman? 

         
         I continued to study myself. I wasn’t preening or admiring; I was evaluating, judging my body for the first time based on
            someone else’s standard. It was like a veil had been lifted from my eyes and the truth was suddenly coming to light. My consciousness
            floated above my head, looking down on my body: thighs too big, tummy too soft, bottom too round.
         

         
         Now it was like the floodgates had opened and comments that had once fallen on deaf, uncaring ears were ringing loudly, like
            the sounding of a gong.
         

         
         “Certainly not the body of a dancer,” I’d heard someone whisper before.

         
         “You have such a pretty face,” I could hear one of my aunts say. Now that I thought about it, it seemed that many people had
            made a point of admiring just my face instead of simply stating, “I think you’re pretty.”
         

         
         I remembered one of the theater moms making a big deal about how I couldn’t wear the same costume as my counterpart in the
            performance because I was a size bigger, and they’d have to buy another. And many boys at school had commented on how big
            my butt was. I’d laughed, thinking it was a joke, but now I realized it wasn’t a joke at all.
         

         
         I couldn’t share clothes with my friends or my sister. One of my aunts had told me that I was good enough to win American Idol . . . if I lost twenty-five pounds.
         

         
         I stared harder in the mirror and squeezed my tummy between my fingers. I pulled on it, remembering a girl at school telling
            me that if I could pinch more than an inch, it meant that I was fat. What did it mean if I was able to grab a handful?
         

         
         It was true, then.

         
         I was fat.

         
         When had that even happened?

         
         As I stared, I remembered that Mom and Dad had just started that new SlimFast diet. Maybe I could eat a bar or drink a shake
            or two? I was sure just a small change would do the trick. I knew Mom still had some Metabolife pills, and Dad was taking
            an appetite suppressant—if SlimFast didn’t work, maybe I could sneak some of those too.
         

         
         I’d seen my parents try diet after diet in an attempt to lose weight, everything from doctor-prescribed pills to the Hollywood
            juice diet. And though nothing ever really seemed to work for them, I thought that maybe it would work for me. In an instant,
            my body-neutral stance shifted into an all-out war.
         

         
         Lose twenty-five pounds, my inner voice whispered. You can pinch more than an inch. My inner voice began to sound suspiciously like my stepgrandma’s. No one will want you with a pudgy figure like that. Pandora’s box had been opened, and there was no going back. I wasn’t upset; I wondered why I’d never listened to those voices
            before. Why hadn’t I taken action before it got so out of hand? And now, even though I hadn’t realized it was happening, it
            was clear that it was my fault and my obligation to do something about it.
         

         
         I knew my stepgrandma hadn’t meant to hurt my feelings or cause me to doubt myself—she thought she was doing me a favor, passing down valuable information, woman to woman. But my life up until that point had been focused only on expanding, growing, unlocking all the world had to offer. As I stood sideways, sucking my tummy in as far as it would go, I began to think about shrinking, diminishing, lessening. 

         
         I don’t believe that we are born doubting ourselves, our bodies, or our worth. I believe we are born the headliners, the stars
            of our own shows. But there are little, seemingly innocuous things that happen throughout our lives that begin to change us.
            Sometimes we unintentionally invite this into our lives or permit it because of the people we let get in our heads. People
            who use their words to discourage or bring us down instead of to empower and uplift. Unfortunately, their words add up; they
            become thoughts we attribute to our own shortcomings. Today I know my stepgrandma was speaking from a place of her own pain—her
            mother had told her to make herself smaller, and she passed that message on to me. I internalized her message. I let her words
            take hold, dim my spotlight, eat away at my confidence, and distort my self-image.
         

         
         Innocence lost.

         
         The good news is that our innocence, our self-love, isn’t gone for good; it just needs to be found again. Our bodies are the
            one thing that will always be with us, from the time we’re born to the time we leave this earth. I was proud of my body, and
            then I wasn’t, and it’s taken me a really long time to be proud of it once again. But what matters is that I got there. And
            if I got there, you can too.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
Cure-All

         
         
            Dear Body,

            It’s hard when the people who are supposed to protect you are the ones you need protection from. It’s confusing to experience
               such harshness and such great love all at once. When food is used to buy silence, soothe wounds, and bring comfort in addition
               to celebrate, bond, and nourish, it can create unhealthy behaviors or coping mechanisms. Emotional eating was something we
               discovered when we were young. Food was used for convenience, happiness, apologies, and it became my favorite form of avoidance.
            

         

         Human emotion is incredibly complex. We are multidimensional beings, capable of feeling a plethora of emotions all at once,
            even ones that are difficult to reconcile with one another.
         

         
         On the one hand, I had the best childhood I could imagine; on the other, it was a complicated quagmire of conflicting events and reactions. The kindest things my parents ever said to me are tempered by my memories of the worst. We talked about everything except for the topics we weren’t allowed to talk about: the fighting, the physical abuse, the verbal assaults. 

         
         My parents were very young when they got married; my mom is just barely eighteen years my senior. My six siblings followed
            me in quick succession. Practically overnight, my parents went from two kids in puppy love to full-blown adults with an overwhelming
            amount of responsibility. Being so close in age to my parents, I felt like they were my best friends; they always supported
            everything I did, and I could talk to them about almost anything, from performance critiques to boy troubles. We rode roller
            coasters together, went on Slurpee dates, and they drove me to every voice, dance, gymnastics, cheer, and piano lesson without
            complaint.
         

         
         But there was a lot of emotional immaturity in their relationship with each other and with their kids. There were shouting
            matches, slamming doors; there was name-calling and vindictive behavior. Anything—and especially those things that were important
            to someone—could be weaponized; they fought dirty, both verbally and physically. There was fierce fighting, but there was
            also fierce love. And the contrast was confusing.
         

         
         I assumed this was the way all families functioned behind closed doors.

         
          

         Sprawled out on a towel in my backyard with my friend Amanda, I decided to ask her the question that was frequently at the
            forefront of my mind. “Do your parents ever fight?”
         

         
         She had been taking a swig of her diet cola and spluttered a bit. “Do my parents fight?” she asked sarcastically. “That’s like asking if the sky is blue—of course they do.” 

         
         I chuckled a little and rolled onto my tummy. “Yeah, everyone fights, right? But I mean like screaming, cussing, throwing
            things, Mom-leaving-and-saying-she’s-never-going-to-come-back kind of fights. Like: Steer clear, everybody, or you’re liable
            to be collateral damage. Fight-fights.”
         

         
         Amanda sighed and set her soda down on the grass. She tucked her legs underneath her before saying in a hushed voice, “My
            parents are crazy, so I’m probably not the one to ask if you want the gauge for ‘normal’”—she air-quoted the word. “But yeah,
            things get nasty. My dad pushed me down the stairs because he didn’t like the shorts I was going to wear to school.” She extended
            her leg and pointed to a yellowing bruise.
         

         
         I parted my hair to uncover a scabbed cut on my head. “Laptop computer.”

         
         She nodded. “I’m not saying it’s right, but I love them and they love me, and it’s better than being in foster care until
            I’m eighteen.”
         

         
         I nodded too, remembering the morning after the laptop altercation.

         
         I’d come out of my bedroom to find Mom dancing in front of the stove and making stacks of pancakes. “Morning, Brit!” she’d
            said. “I hope you slept well! Today is gonna be so much fun!”
         

         
         I slid into a chair at the table and stared at her. I knew my family well enough to realize the intense drama from the night
            before would be swept under the rug. My dad walked into the room and nodded at me. “Morning, Spit! Let’s skip school today.
            We’ll all hang out here—order some pizza, grab some snacks from Walmart, root-beer-float it up, and watch movies! We’ll start
            the weekend early!”
         

         
         I smiled as my siblings exclaimed, “That sounds awesome!”

         
         My dad served himself as I sliced into the pancakes and slid the sweet, buttery bite into my mouth. The deep, salty butter,
            the fluff of the pancake, the stinging sweetness of the syrup—to me, they all translated to love. And a veg-out day, as our
            family called it, was an entire day full of delicious, comforting, heartwarming love that often followed a hard day, a tumultuous
            night, or a fight that didn’t end well. My parents would pile us into the van, and we’d go to every fast-food restaurant in
            town, ordering absolutely anything we wanted. Then we’d come home, draw the curtains, and watch silly movies and funny TV
            shows all day long. If we had school, we’d skip it. If they had work, they’d call in sick. This was how we healed. Not with
            reassuring, apologetic words but with food and entertainment.
         

         
         Hours later, I sat in the middle of a king-size blanket on the floor of the family room, the light from the TV forming a soft
            aura around the nine of us. I bit into a greasy cheeseburger, chased it with warm, salty fries, then washed everything down
            with a frigid chocolate milkshake so thick, it almost wouldn’t travel up the straw. As the actor on-screen delivered a famous
            punch line, the room erupted in laughter. I leaned forward, trying not to spit my milkshake across the room. My sister nudged
            my leg and we exchanged smiles. In that moment, my sadness deeply buried beneath a layer of delicious food, the pain from
            the day before vanished, and all was right again with the world.
         

         
          

         Parents never start out with the intent to harm their children. Now that I’m a mother, I can understand how tough my parents had it. Kids aren’t born with a guidebook or owner’s manual showing you how to parent. My parents are human—sometimes they made poor choices, sometimes they made wrong choices, but my God, how they tried.
         

         
         Trauma and abuse were part of my childhood, but they weren’t the only part. All told, the good memories far outweigh the bad
            ones, but the bad ones are still there. Just like good memories, they have shaped the person I’m becoming.
         

         
         When I look back on my childhood, I see several lessons I learned that I carried with me into adulthood. First: Complex emotions
            should be avoided, buried, and not discussed. Second: Admitting personal wrongdoing is damaging, and when you’re wrong, it’s
            better to cling to justifications than to admit you’ve made a mistake. Third: Apologizing for your poor behavior is humiliating;
            you can expect that from others, but apologies evoke too many feelings of vulnerability, inadequacy, and incompetence to ever
            utter yourself.
         

         
         And, finally: Food is the ultimate cure-all.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4
Food and Fantasy

         
         
            Dear Body,

            For years, I struggled to learn how to cope with my feelings and emotions in positive, healthy ways. Growing up, I found comfort
               in food and dealt with tough feelings by avoiding them instead of facing them. In this way, I unintentionally abused you.
               I still haven’t healed those parts of me entirely yet, but I’m working on it.
            

         

         I shuffled upstairs to my bedroom, tossed my purse onto a chair, made my way around the scattered piles of clothes, shoes,
            and books on the floor, and launched myself onto the bed. Aside from the glowing lamp on my bedside table, the only light
            in the room came from my computer screen—the brightness fading each time my Buffy the Vampire Slayer screen saver flipped to a new image. I was barely sixteen and had just scored my first job as a hostess at Mimi’s Café. Things were going well so far; I was meeting new people, making new friends. Work seemed less like work and more like an escape into the adult world I wanted to live in so badly but wasn’t quite ready for yet. 

         
         Buffy gazed out from the screen, her stance wide; she was gripping a stake, claiming her space, radiating confidence. My mind
            wandered as I laid back, hair spilling across my pillow, and imagined a fairy-tale scenario. I closed my eyes and made believe
            that I was at the Bronze in Sunnydale with friends, my secret identity as a superhero vampire slayer hidden beneath my hot
            pink tube top and black leather miniskirt. I could dance and slay demons equally well, a beguiling and dangerous combination . .
            .
         

         
         I flipped over onto my stomach, and my black Dickies work pants pinched my tummy.

         
         “Ugh.” I sighed as I popped the button and let the zipper down a little bit. I noticed the indentations my pants had left
            on my stomach over the course of the workday. The pants must have shrunk in the wash, I thought; I had bought them a couple of weeks ago when I started working at Mimi’s. Surely I couldn’t have gone up a size
            already. I had been taking advantage of the free-for-employees soup, salad, and bread perk, but I hadn’t been eating that much, had I? Uncomfortable and frustrated that a trip to the store to buy another thirty-dollar pair of pants was in my future,
            I shimmied out of them and kicked them off, giving them a good hard glare in the process. I was certainly no demon huntress
            or mysterious dance-floor beauty.
         

         
         There was no way I could ever rock outfits like the girls on TV; miniskirts and halter tops were not part of my wardrobe. Although that wasn’t just because I didn’t think they would flatter my figure. My parents had pretty strict rules about what I was and was not allowed to wear, rules that I understood and respected but sometimes resented. I wanted to be beautiful and coveted, like the heroines on TV, the pop stars in magazines, and the models in the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue that my dad confiscated from my brother but let me have since I liked to look at the pretty suits. But I didn’t
            really fit that mold. My sister did; my friends did. I couldn’t even get my size 15 Dickies to cooperate.
         

         
         I remembered a conversation I’d had with my aunt Kim a few days earlier. Married to my mom’s younger brother, she’d been in
            my life since I was two and was my go-to person for advice. Like a cool older sister, she was always there to listen and direct
            me through the storms of life. I often had a difficult time deciphering my feelings. I grew up in an era where phrases like
            tough love, suck it up, and get over it were staples for parenting, and that didn’t exactly foster healthy coping mechanisms. Instead of feeling my feelings, I was
            encouraged to push them away, and I learned how to bury them in food, friends, escapism—like reading lots of fiction and watching
            reruns of Sarah Michelle Gellar verbally and physically sparring with monsters and villains—even songwriting. Aunt Kim helped
            ground me and she talked me through the ever-present conflict within myself: to feel or not to feel. There was no one I admired
            or looked up to more.
         

         
         During this particular conversation, we were chatting about the family fun we’d had over the holidays. “I feel like if I ate
            one more piece of pumpkin pie, I might burst!” I exclaimed.
         

         
         She chuckled softly and commiserated. “Girlfriend, I tried on my cute-butt jeans the other night, and I couldn’t even get
            them to button.”
         

         
         “Cute-butt jeans?” I asked.

         
         “You know! The ones you said make me look like I’m a cool mom because of the holes in the knees?” I did remember; I envied those jeans. I wasn’t allowed to buy jeans with holes in them—my parents thought they were a waste—but man, oh, man, did Aunt Kim look awesome in them. 

         
         “You call them cute-butt jeans?” I laughed. “I love that!”

         
         “Every girl has got to have at least one pair of cute-butt jeans—it’s the rules. It just sucks when the pie catches up with
            you and they don’t look so cute anymore,” she said wistfully.
         

         
         Thinking about this, after having just flung my far-from-cute too-tight work pants on the floor, I felt a little jolt of inspiration.
            I began to hum a melody as I reached over and grabbed a pen off my nightstand and a stray envelope that had once held a paycheck.
            I flipped it over and started to scribble: When your cute-butt jeans are a little too tight, honey, that’s life—

         
         Songwriting was a safe place for me to process emotions and let my imagination run wild. I’d spend hours locked up in my room
            in front of my electronic keyboard with a composition notebook, the windows open wide as I penned lyrics about love, longing,
            heartbreak, and life. Most were subjects I’d never experienced but desperately wanted to.
         

         
         I cast a dark look at those binding, pinching, dumb black pants bunched up on the floor and my hand started to fly—

         
         
            Cute-Butt Jeans

            Woke up today, half past ten

            The alarm clock is broken again

            And I’m wondering if my car’s gonna start today

 
          


            Have to work on Saturday

            A stack of bills I forgot to pay

            And I’m fishing change out of the cushions of my seat


          


            Life has got to get better

            There has to be more than this

            Getting by but I won’t lie, it’s harder than I anticipated


          


            Don’t you hate it when your hair looks cute and it starts to rain?

            Don’t you hate it when your nails feel dry and smudge anyway?

            Don’t you hate it when your cute-butt jeans are a little too tight?


          


            Honey, that’s life.

 
          

 
            Don’t you hate it when you gain ten pounds’ worth of holiday?

            Don’t you hate it when you get a late fee ’cause you’re one day late?

            Don’t you hate it when your cute-butt jeans are a little too tight?


          


            Honey, that’s life!

         

         I punctuated my new little ditty with an exclamation point and grabbed the phone to call Aunt Kim and share my new song. Who
            needed miniskirts anyway?
         

         
         If I was honest with myself, I knew it wasn’t just the bottomless bread bowls at Mimi’s that were to blame. When I wasn’t
            writing songs to process my emotions, I turned to food. And, unfortunately, that food left a lot to be desired.
         

         
         When I was growing up, the USDA food pyramid was the gold standard, the eating guide they taught us in school. The bottom and widest part of the pyramid featured carbohydrates, like bread and potatoes; above that were fruits and veggies; above that, sharing a level, was dairy—like milk and cheese—and meat; and finally, at the very top, fats, like butter and oil. The idea was that your daily food intake should mimic the pattern outlined by the pyramid: Eat more carbohydrates, plenty of fruits and veggies, moderate amounts of dairy and meat, and minimal fats. 

         
         Today, healthy-eating experts advise you to shop the outside aisles of the grocery store, to focus on greens, fruits, and
            weird-sounding things, like good bacteria, and to minimize processed foods. But in the 1990s, we hadn’t figured any of that
            out yet, and most families gravitated toward food that was convenient: pizza rolls, Chef Boyardee, Top Ramen, and Kool-Aid.
            Women on diets ate frozen, processed lean meals and one-hundred-calorie ultra-processed snacks; they focused on Weight Watchers
            points. Liquid diets made it possible to drink chocolate shakes for every meal and still get skinny. We didn’t think it was
            weird at the time, but let’s face it: If something sounds too good to be true, it probably is.
         

         
         My family was no different. Like many, we were oblivious to the importance of healthy food. I don’t think we could have told you what healthy was. My parents were crash-dieters who tried any diet that was trendy at the time. The kids cobbled together meals that could be made quickly—usually cupboard snacks, cereal, hot dogs, frozen burritos, or bags of frozen French fries warmed up by yours truly. As the oldest of seven, I was responsible for many things most other children were not: changing diapers, making meals for my siblings, even warming breast milk to bottle-feed the baby in the middle of the night when my mom worked the night shift. I took on that responsibility early and with pride. Though it wasn’t long before I was confronted with the truth that this wasn’t necessarily the way most families functioned, it was how we operated. For better or worse. 

         
         My dad was on medical disability, and my mom was a nurse who worked the graveyard shift. This often left the oldest kids responsible
            for the youngest. I’ve always said that I’ve been a mom my whole life. I had to grow up quickly because those around me needed
            me to be more than a big sister when my mom wasn’t there.
         

         
         I didn’t realize until
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