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I
A Matter of Fact

     often sit silent as I eat, and I avoid eating with others; it seems too intimate 
an action for an audience. In this silence, my tally rose, whispering the damage 
of my bites. In its presence, dinner is a loathsome bother – the approach, the 
necessity. Such is the life of an overweight girl – I don’t know any girl who 
doesn’t suffer the calorie counting. 

When did it start, this enduring consciousness of nutritional minutiae? Maybe 
the first time my Korean grandmother, from a culture where “Large” still 
means “Small,” observed my delight at Christmas dinner. She prides herself 
on creating delicious food, succulent ribs with juice that runs down the chin 
and sticky white rice and fried egg rolls, carefully folded and bursting with 
special-made filling; but not for me, not for my mother. For Brother and Father, 
Grandfather and Uncle, who are big, strong, and celebrated for their deafening 
arguments at the table; their volume is a gift that shows their strength. As for 
me and mine, we sit on the edge, small talk passing from lips that do not open. 
Not for me...

I was maybe in fifth grade when I realized that if sound is silent, sight is 
supreme. Style – your style is who you are. For a while, I was loose jeans, funny 
t-shirt. Every day, that uniform: nothing too tight or too bright but I could still 
show the inside, where laughter and light and words abide. Then it shifted and 
actually was a uniform – white polo, navy pants – and the first day, I cried. I 
wore a skirt for the first time, and I loved it; the rulebook said I had to wear 
tights, too, even when the temperature climbed higher than my class average, 
so I did – only no one cared. 

These memories are scattered, erratic; I can’t tell the days apart. They blend, 
a shivering mass of who am I? If it’s wrong to be heard, and wrong to be seen, 
then what comes next? Am I to allow any stranger to taste my Rosebud lip 
gloss; should anyone feel my soft, shaved skin? Some started then; others 
waited. I tried smell. I spent an afternoon in Bath and Body Works, looking for 
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me in a bottle. I bought Love and Sunshine, Magic in the Air. I forget what I was 
wearing. I forget how old I was. I forget, sometimes, that that was me. 

If at first the tally murmured Sit down, shut up, then next it was Run more, eat 
less. The golden age of eating disorders: seventh grade. This is the first time 
I really heard it. Before, its whispers drifted through my mind like smoke, but 
now – it knew what it was, even if I didn’t. I remember my first gym class better 
than the birth of my younger brother. Charybdis had taken residence in my 
stomach, churning and swirling foam in place of acid. The door said five laps; 
I licked my lips, tasting roses, looked around at the empty gym, and started 
jogging. I enjoyed the first loop. It felt cleansing, pleasant, like a dip in the pool 
on an Alabama August afternoon. Then it turned fiery, and the pool became a 
boiling pot, but hellfire is inescapable; I kept running. It was only five laps, I told 
myself; it was only the first day. Forty minutes later, I stepped off their scale for 
the first time in my life, in all my five foot glory, and lamented my weight. (115 
pounds? I needed to go on a diet. Those girls are 100 pounds. I’m fat.) Or was 
it my tally, quieter than air? I was 12. 

I tried to diet like the other girls; they shrank every day and seemed liable 
to slip away in the breeze. At lunch, they munched on rice cakes and air, 
and called themselves stuffed – So, so full; Gosh, I ate so much; I feel like 
Thanksgiving – and smiled. I smiled back feebly, stared down at my full lunch 
tray and said nothing. One day someone – her name is lost but I recall dark 
hair, dark eyes – commented on how curvy I was. You’ve got such curves!! I 
wish I could look like that, but I just can’t eat but a bite or two at most meals. 
I wish I could be less skinny. I can’t remember their names or lives, but I do 
remember how she said curvy and how she said skinny. She sipped her 
styrofoam cup of water and I set my chocolate milk down. 

No matter how I struggled, I made up for it at night. Each dreamlike episode 
seemed identical. I slept for an hour or three, then I’d wake up. I had to sleep 
with the lights on, so it would seem no time had passed, until I left the safety 
of my room and met with darkness. Darkness to hide the shame. I’d slip out 
of bed and pass silently by my brother’s room. At the first touch of light, I’d 
slink back and repeat the process the next hour. Down the stairs and through 
the living room, where the time glared green at me. Through a single door – 
glance back, down the black abyss that ended in my father’s room, to be sure 
the door was closed – then I had reached the kitchen; then I went through 
each cabinet and drawer, the pantry and fridge, and gather up whatever 
looked delicious and sometimes what didn’t; I piled it all in my arms, and it 
accompanied me back to safety. There was never any left the next morning. 

Despite my best efforts, I gained ten pounds every year. It became a surety; 
the start of school always saw another ten. 125. 135. 145. 155. 165. 175. 
Drawing closer and closer to the dreaded 200, when everyone agrees that you 
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The starting line hooked me, “I often sit silent as I eat, and I avoid eating  
with others; it seems too intimate an action for an audience.”  
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are obese. You shouldn’t eat that; you need to be more concerned about your 
health; do you have diabetes? Small things are my only solace; my arms are 
muscular, I point out. I have a lot of muscle. My skirt size hasn’t changed since 
tenth grade; I must not have gotten any bigger. I must not. 

It has been thirteen months since the last nightmare, and six weeks since I 
heard the last tally. I’m not silent anymore. I may not be seen, but I will be 
heard...I am volatile, a volcano of LOUD and SOUND and HEAR ME. HEAR 
ME! Now I drown it out. And I tell everyone to do the same. Remind them you 
are real – not an image. A woman should be heard and seen and felt, and You 
have the right. Glassy eyes stare back at me and I ache to shake life back into 
them. As I clutch her sides, I realize – that’s a mirror. I howl in her face anyway. 

According to my Body Mass Index, I am Very Overweight; for my height, 
I should be 105-135 lbs, not 175. “Very Overweight.” I wear a size 12, 
sometimes an 8, sometimes a 16. My waist measures 36 inches and my 
hips, roughly 38. I am Very Overweight. And I care, a lot. More than I should; 
more than I say I do. My friends are fit with slender waists and bodies they 
are proud of during the summer, when shorts are short and tops are narrow, 
and your skin is on display. I grin broadly, teasing their paleness, lauding my 
dark caramel, but it’s just a diversion. They think I’m beautiful. I think they’re 
beautiful. I think I’m okay. But beautiful doesn’t exist at 175. This is why I yell – 
If I’m loud, they don’t look. A woman is seen or heard or felt or tasted; we only 
exist in parts. This is why I scream. This is why I cry. 

I yearn to change it all – myself and them. I treasure silence as much as words. 
I love to laugh, I love stupid humor, I love words, and I love to read. I love my 
friends and my family and my teachers, and I love school and learning and 
writing. There is nothing more exciting than the rush of understanding. There 
is nothing more exciting than the end of a new piece. It’s when everything is 
broken down that it hurts, but I endure. It may always count, and I may always 
care – facts are facts, indeed, but I try to change myself. Not for me, though 
– for them: my sisters, my mothers, my aunts, my cousins. For my future 
daughters and granddaughters, and for my granddaughters’ daughters and 
granddaughters. For the future 12-year-olds, I try.


