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Losing Control

At around eight-o clock every morning Alice Jean wakes up.  She doesn’t eat for hours and she measures her blood sugar during this “fasting time.”  She plans in her head what she will make for dinner that night.  She makes sure she has all the ingredients. She cooks dinner for Bob every night.  Cooking is very important in the country, and they never go out to eat.

“ I wanna have the meal thought out in the mornin’ so I ‘m not runnin’ around that evening trying to figure out what to fix for supper.”

Bob and Alice have been married for well over fifty years.  They live in northern Louisiana on several acres of land near their grandchildren and great-grandchildren. They have thick southern accents.  Memaw and Papaw are the names they are known by throughout their family and over half their lives.   Memaw has diabetes, as well as thyroid problems, and has been struggling with her weight since giving birth to her second daughter, Judy, at the age of 19. She is now 67. 

She lived in Germany at the time her struggle began because Papaw was stationed there.  While she was pregnant with Bobby, her third child, she gained an unhealthy amount of weight.  For her 5’ 10’’ frame, she should have gained between 15 and 20 pounds. People who are in the overweight category before becoming pregnant are allowed a much smaller weight gain. Her actual weight gain was 44 pounds.  Since she gained such a large a mount of weight in such a short amount of time, the doctor checked her thyroid. She was put on regulatory thyroid medication after giving birth.  This was only the beginning of her troubles with trying to lose the “baby fat” she had after pregnancy, since most of it was due to her thyroid. 

“When I came back to the states, I didn’ take it for years.  I neglected it and never treated it. It needed to be regulated and I gained a lot of weight. I didn’ ever discuss it before the 70’s, when I started treating it again.”

She makes homemade biscuits and gravy, along with bacon and eggs-and occasionally hashbrowns-for breakfast.  It’s a weekend treat.  The house fills with the aroma of the homemade gravy.  They don’t eat until around ten thirty and only snack the rest of the day until dinner.  They usually only eat one large meal a day.  They frequently eat sandwiches for lunch and fruit for snacks.  Memaw takes great pride in her cooking, it is what she provides for the family.  

Our society has led us to believe overweight people become that way by loving food, or loving to cook, being lazy, and having no self-control.  The real issues are much more complex than the way the media has shaped this stereotype.  Memaw does not fit into it and it is rarely an accurate portrayal of any overweight individual.  She has struggled with her weight nearly her entire life due to medical reasons. 

(
(
(
Jessica wakes up to get ready for her day.  As she puts on her clothes, she thinks about what she looks like.  She sees fat on her face as she fixes her fiery red hair.  She won’t buy shoes that might make her calves look big.  Last year, she noticed her collarbone for the first time.  She loves it and looks at it all the time.   She thinks about how she looks every single day.   Body image issues have come into play in every relationship she has had her entire life.  These issues did not stem from her parents or her family, but because of culture and society.  

Jessica began noticing she was bigger than most kids during elementary school. “When I was little, I never ate my boogers because I was afraid they had calories.”

The wealthy kids at her private Episcopalian school in Colorado were very superficial, which made these issues come to life at a very young age.  She wasn’t lazy or inactive growing up, contrary to the stereotype of overweight people. She was an active horseback rider after school, describing herself as “a strong little haas!”

 In fifth grade she outgrew her pony, Splish Splash, and couldn’t ride her anymore. They were fourth in the state together. Jessica was so attached to the pony, she refused to ride any other.  In fifth grade she faced her first timed mile and was traumatized when her time didn’t even make it on the chart.   She has hated running ever since.

“I always tried to stay home on timed mile days in PE.  I never went to sports camp because I was afraid they’d make me run.  I later found out all you really did at them is play fun games, like the ones we’d play in PE.  I went to a couple after that.”  

In seventh grade, her little brother wanted her to start Karate lessons with him.

“I loved it because there was no running and the bigger you were, the better.”

She stopped Karate in ninth grade because there weren’t many other girls, especially in the higher levels, and she began to feel a little butch.  She played field hockey until sophomore year, when she stopped all sports.  Then came the slump of depression. 

“I stopped caring about what people thought of me and ate whatever I wanted.  I got really fat, really fast.”
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 Memaw found out a year and a half ago that her thyroid stopped functioning all together.  She has lumps on her right and left thyroid.  The endocrinologist took her off the thyroid medication she had been on for years, which had caused her to gain weight. 

“After she took me off it, my thyroid started workin’ again. I was takin’ too much of the wrong medicine. She put me on Levxyol, because the regular thyroid medicine wasn’t workin’ anymore.”

Despite dieting for nearly her entire life, she has never been particularly active. She used to garden and work in the yard.  She is a more passive person.  In the seventies, they lived near a health club and she would work out everyday.  This really helped her to take off a lot of extra pounds when she got back on her thyroid medication. When it closed down, she no longer worked out.  Although she claims to not be very active since, her house is always impeccably clean. There is always work to be done because they always have some sort of company, usually family.  

As she walks into the guest room to put clean sheets on the bed, she walks right out of one of her shoes.  She doesn’t even notice until she sees them on her way out. 

“I walk out of my shoes all tha time.”

She has neuropathy in her feet.  She cannot feel them at all anymore. She takes medication in order to help the circulation in her legs.  This condition results from Type II Diabetes, and her diabetes was due to her weight.  Diabetics suffer from edema, pooling in the feet and lower legs of interstitial fluid.  It’s basically swelling in your feet and lower legs. 

“I would walk occasionally on the treadmill--not like I should--but occasionally.  Afterwards, my feel would just aaache and buurrn.  When I would try to sleep that night, my feet would feel so heavy.  I thought I couldn’t lift them up to roll over.  I would have to lift them up with my arms.”    

The risk for Type II Diabetes can be significantly reduced with exercise and eating right.  Overweight and obese individuals are at a very high risk for developing the disease.  If she would have exercised every day when trying to fight her thyroid failure, there would have been a good chance she wouldn’t have developed the disease.  Now, for her, like many others, it is too late. 

She has to check her glucose levels alternating between these four times a day: when she wakes up, before lunch, before dinner, and before bedtime.  The levels are recorded every day and then in turned in to her doctor every couple of weeks.  Checking your blood sugar means pricking your finger every day, several times a day. 

“I’ve been doin’ it for a while now, ever since I was diagnosed twenty years ago.  Somehow, I always find a new finger to prick.  I’m like a big ‘ole pincushion.”

Every hair on her head is precisely placed each day.  Her hair is short, dark, and always curled.  It used to be a deep red, but it got darker with age.  She checks her glucose like she fixes her hair.  It is routine and doesn’t take her much time at all.  For anyone else, it would be a much longer task. 

Since her thyroid problems have caused her to be overweight, which then caused her to develop diabetes, she is constantly battling with medication. Her body is always trying to adjust to something new, even if it is her growing old.  Her medication has to constantly be modified as a result.  This struggle has been present throughout her life.

Memaw is a woman who likes to have control, especially of her body. She feels out of control.  Her body is constantly changing and there is nothing she can do about it, and as a result, her need to be in control has faded over the years.  She feels there is no use. 

It took the doctor six months to regulate her thyroid with the new medication.  She had to go to the doctor several times a month in order for the medication to be adjusted just right for her.  She has several health problems because of her weight.  Since her thyroid has finally been regulated over a year ago, she has gradually lost 27 pounds.  She plays with her great grandchildren.  Because her weight problem is due to medical issues, she has let go of her need to be in control and is content with her life.  She is 67 and is used to dealing with this issue. 
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After letting go of her struggle with her body her sophomore year of high school and gaining weight, Jessica faced problems with her peers. Standing around her superficial high school friends, Jessica began to feel very bad next to them. Were they looking at her, even comparing her to themselves? She began to question such things her junior year.  She felt she looked really big next to them.  She has always felt bigger than she really is. These issues led to insecurities about herself. 

“I was feeling bad.  I was into anything that would take me away from it.  Drugs, alcohol and boys.  I wanted to not feel anything and not know what was going on.  My weight has controlled every aspect of my life, and I have never, ever been able to escape.”

She started taking diet pills and didn’t tell anyone about it.  They were kept in her medicine cabinet.  She took them three times a day and you can take them up to six times a day.   She felt like her heart was going to explode each time.

“I was productive as hell when I was on them.   I felt like shit, but I could feel myself losing weight.  So I thought it was worth it.  It was such a high. I felt like I had so much energy and my body was just screaming to get it all out. I worked out all the time.”

While on the diet pills, she lost 50 pounds in less than a year.  She had a nutritionist at the time who noticed the rapid weight loss and didn’t think it was healthy.  She stopped taking them half way through her senior year of high school because they were too expensive.  While on them, it did help her to make healthier food choices.  There was no weight gain when she got off them.

“I couldn’t justify eating a bunch of crap just because I was taking the pills.  That would have been pointless. The thing that scares me about the diet pills is that I was willing to resort to things that could kill me to make everyone else happy.”  

After coming to Southwestern University, she lost 15 pounds.  The food wasn’t very good and she just ate a lot of apples and Cherrios.  Her mother owned a restaurant before she was born.  When she had Jessica, she closed it down and began making her delicious food at home.

“If I watched what I ate at home, my mom would say ‘do you have an eating disorder or something?’ It was easier when I got to school.’’

Her mom’s frame was very small and she has always been very thin.  Jessica takes after her dad’s side.

“My dad’s side of genes didn’t want to be skinny. My brother is small. He takes after my mom’s side. He is fourteen and looks nine.”

When she lived at home, she would wait until her mom went to workout before she would eat a snack.  Her mom was thin naturally, and she wasn’t, which would make her want to eat even more.  

Jessica and her roommate last year could really understand each other.  They didn’t eat bad food. They both were afraid of losing control, and not being able to stop.  They both had body image issues.  

“There were always Cheetos and Oreo’s at home.  We didn’t have anything like that at our apartment.  When your entire life is consumed by what you eat, you start judging everyone else all the time.  It really sucks, but it’s true.  My roommate was noticing and judging me all the time.” 

When they took the quiz for body image week, they both answered yes to 18 of the 20 questions.  These types of responses are unfortunately common in Universities.  One in every four women in college suffers from a body image problem.  These problems are due to the media’s portrayal of what women should look like. This is directly linked to how much they should weight and how they should feel about themselves as a result.  For most women, this means not feeling happy about their bodies because they feel their weight is not acceptable, and they are constantly bombarded with professional models’ bodies that are.

 Jessica was a participant in an experiment in eighth grade.  They showed her a picture and told her to blow it up or make it smaller.  She was supposed to show him how big she thought she was.   She always blew it up way bigger than she really was.  She knew it was because of a body image problem.  

Now, she weighs the same amount she did in eighth grade.  She has grown a couple of inches since then.

“When I look at pictures of myself then, I still think I am bigger now.”

She doesn’t want food and her weight to run her life anymore.

“I am hell bent on making sure it stops.”

Jessica wants to lose weight for herself and have a healthy lifestyle.  She wants to be more secure with herself and she clearly is.  She works out everyday doing the Elliptical for an hour.  She began Weight Watchers in January and has stuck with it, and she loves it.  

“The first two weeks you are on it you get so hungry.  Then, you get used to it.”

Her healthy lifestyle is very important to her, and feeling good about herself.  She no longer focuses on weight, but being healthy.  This shift of focus needs to be made in our society in order for women to begin feeling good about themselves.  Instead of watching calories and fat, she now makes sure to have enough fiber, and she eats a lot of fruit. 

 “I haven’t had regular coke since the seventh grade.  I don’t even remember what McDonald’s tastes like. Sometimes I say I want to go get a hamburger, but I end up never going.”

 Jessica is definitely taking control of her life, and not letting her weight issue control it anymore.  Now she lets her good health and staying fit, drive her forward. Jessica is definitely taking control of her life, and not letting her weight issue control it anymore.

Author’s Afterwards…

This topic is of particular interest and importance to me. Eating right and being active is very important to reduce risk factors for both disease and body image issues.  Both of the women I interviewed struggled with their weight in very different ways, and it is very interesting to see how it has worked for each of them.  

Writing this story about a family member and a classmate was a difficult task to take on.  I originally wanted individuals from three different generations, instead of only two.  Finding a woman in the middle generation, specifically who was trying to lose weight after having a baby, was impossible for me in this short time frame.  However, I incorporated my grandmother’s struggles during that time and I think it worked well.  It was really important to me to illustrate that these two individuals do not fit the general stereotype of people who have weight and body image problems.  Our society has placed boundaries on women and how they should look. I believe these boundaries need to be crossed and I hope this story has helped the reader to understand how important this issue is. 

