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For every person who’s ever been teased about their weight.

For every mom who’s been judged.

For every woman who’s been made to believe she needs to change to fit society’s view of beautiful.

For my beautiful children, Anna and Matthew.

Be you and don’t ever apologize for it.
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“I started this project for so many reasons. She is one of them. I want my daughter to know that she is more than what size her pants are. I want her to stand up to bullies, to anyone who may talk about the way she looks, or the way her friends look. I want her to love herself. I want to show her that I am comfortable in my own skin and that she should be, too.”
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INTRODUCTION

A new mother stands in front of the mirror in tears holding her newborn, staring at a figure that is no longer familiar to her. Her once-smooth skin now bears the marks of her expanded belly. She doesn’t recognize this woman and all the changes her body has been through. Society has told her she needs to “bounce back” from her pregnancy—that she needs to fix herself. At a time when she should be celebrating what her body has done, we have convinced her that she should be ashamed of how she looks. With celebrities shedding the weight within weeks, their images plastered on magazines; with creams and wraps to shrink us, lasers to smooth us, Photoshop to fix us, we have forgotten that our natural bodies are beautiful. At a time when we should be doing nothing else but bonding with our babies, we are worried about how the world will see us.

Now imagine this same woman, staring in the mirror, yet this time with a different heart. She is marveling at what her body was capable of. She sees her stretch marks as a beautiful sign that she grew her child. She smiles at her soft belly, where her child was nourished for nine months. She wipes her tears, she hugs her baby, and she realizes that she is truly beautiful.

At a time when we should be celebrating our bodies—we have learned to shame them. We need to break the cycle that society has pushed on us and stop shaming our bodies.

I have spent the past year photographing hundreds of women for The Honest Body Project. I am celebrating women and their natural shape, no Photoshop to cover their so-called imperfections. The women bared their bodies and souls for this cause. You will read about their struggles, their joys, the ups and downs of womanhood. The body positivity movement is growing; women are finally standing up and realizing their beauty. We don’t need to fit society’s view of what is beautiful—and we don’t need society’s permission to love ourselves. Imagine a world where every woman learned to appreciate and love herself. That is the world that I want to raise my daughter in.

As a child I suffered from body image issues and a lack of self-esteem. I always felt too fat, too ugly, not worthy of attention or praise. I was always slightly “chubby” but not at an unhealthy weight. But it was all I could see in myself, the extra pounds that many of my friends didn’t have. I played sports, I was active, yet my body wasn’t “perfect” like I hoped it would be. I remember a male coach from one of my sports teams telling me that if I just slimmed down and lost some weight I would be beautiful and an even better athlete. I began throwing up my breakfast before school. I stopped eating lunch. Did I lose weight? No. Did I become a better athlete? No. My hatred for my body grew, and I quit that sport after the next season.

We live in a world where people think it is okay to criticize a child’s body and to tell a new mother that she should be losing the weight faster. Even friends will offer you samples of miracle creams and wraps that magically shrink you. The marketing plans by these companies are genius. They target women who have been told by society that they aren’t good enough. This has to stop.

The photographs in my book aren’t simply photographs showing imperfections. When I look at these images, I see beyond the imperfections. I see joy radiating from these women. I see the look of love on a mother’s face. I see real beauty. For too long we’ve hidden things: our emotions, our bodies, our truths. Being honest with myself and sharing that truth with the world is the most freeing feeling I’ve ever experienced. The chapters in my book cover many topics of womanhood, including being a new mother, the loss of a parent, body image issues, the loss of a child, placing a child for adoption, battling cancer, breaking the cycle of abuse, and many more. No woman should feel like she’s alone. I hope that no matter what you have been through, you will find support and healing through my book. Since beginning the project I have cried, I’ve laughed, I’ve grown, and I’ve become a better person because of these women. I have realized that we all have a story, and it’s up to each of us to speak out and share it with others. Let’s stand up together and share our stories, our pasts, and our lives with one another. It’s time to get honest.

—Natalie
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CHAPTER ONE

BODY IMAGE

LEARNING TO LOVE YOURSELF

Body image is the perception that a person has of their physical self. Immense pressure is put on women to look the certain way society deems is beautiful. We tear ourselves down trying to live up to impossible standards. According to the National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders, the body type portrayed in advertising as the ideal is possessed naturally by only 5 percent of American women. We stand in front of the mirror and criticize our bodies, calling ourselves fat or imperfect, and wishing we looked different. We would never speak to our friends this way, yet women have these thoughts daily about themselves. Challenge yourself to change your inner voice, to speak kindly to yourself, and to end the negative cycle. Your body is beautiful—and any imperfections you may have are what make you unique.

The women in this chapter will share their thoughts related to body image. All women have insecurities, no matter what size or shape they may be. If you find yourself wishing you looked like another woman, just know that underneath her clothing there are things she is wishing she could change, too. We are all beautiful and deserving of love—from others and from ourselves.
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“I’m thirty-five weeks pregnant, and just last week I had maternity pictures taken to celebrate this horrible, but beautiful, pregnancy. For the first time in about thirty-five weeks I felt beautiful, and was so excited to share this moment with my friends and family. Later that day, we got the sneak-peek pictures back, and I posted them on Facebook. I thought my friends and family would think I was beautiful and would love them—that wasn’t the case, however. All I received were negative comments about how huge I am, about how unhealthy I am, and about how they think my baby is going to be a ten- to twelve-pound baby by the looks of how much I weigh. I literally went in the bathroom and cried for hours. It’s so hard being plus-size, pregnant, sick, and getting negative comments about the way I look. If I’m happy and accepting of my body, why can’t everyone else just be happy for me?”
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“My body may not be aesthetically pleasing to everybody, but my soft tummy and breasts have been a place of comfort and consolation to my crying children more times than I can count, and my stretch marks are my stripes signifying that I am a momma, first and always, and I think that is beautiful.”
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“Just like many other people, I have to admit, I really do struggle with body image. One morning I looked in the mirror, scrutinizing my imperfections. My daughter was happily playing and dancing around as I mentioned to my husband that I needed to lose weight. Suddenly I heard my daughter’s footsteps run up to me and she happily chimed, ‘Mommy, you don’t need to lose weight! You’re perfect!’ This was a pivotal point for me—I realized I don’t need to look a specific way to be beautiful, especially in the eyes of those whose opinions matter the most.”
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“I always had trouble loving what I saw in the mirror. I hated being overweight and never feeling like I looked good in anything. I did the weight-loss surgery for my health, but figured an added bonus was that I would like how I looked better. Boy, was I wrong. I think I struggle more now with my body image than I did before. For months, no matter how much weight I lost, I still saw that fat person when I looked at myself. As months passed, I started to realize I wasn’t that person anymore, but began to struggle with all the extra skin I had. Some people have it way worse than me, but it’s still hard to look at that and love your body. I keep trying to tell myself I did this to be healthier, and I am! My husband and kids love me, so I should love me. That is all that matters, anyway.”
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“I think, especially since I have a son, it’s very important for me to love myself and my body the way it is. I want him to see me love myself the way I am, hopefully instilling in him that is the way a man should love a woman. He should see me treating myself with kindness and not being harsh on myself. I don’t want him to grow up thinking it’s okay for women to be harsh on themselves about their bodies. I hope to teach my son to someday love someone for reasons that are more than just skin-deep.”
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“Now that I have a teenage daughter, I find it especially important to show her that I love my body no matter what it looks like.”
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“When I was little, I remember pointing to my mother’s stretch marks and telling her how beautiful they were because they were purple and silver—like fairy skin! She did not find this amusing. Looking back, I wonder how a more positive reaction by my mother could have impacted my own body image.”
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“Every day, my husband showers me with compliments, telling me he loves my body. I noticed that my daughter follows in her daddy’s loving footsteps. It’s sweet to have such wonderful encouragement and support to help ward away the personal insecurities I have about my body.”
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“When I was younger, I worried about every imperfection on my body, but the older I get, the more I’m able to see them all as evidence of the journey I’m on. I have a chicken pox scar above my eyebrow and a scar on my thigh from an elementary school field day. I have tattoos I got with my best friend when I was eighteen and having my first taste of freedom. I have scars on my legs from when I fell while being chased by a dog. I have sun spots on my face from before I realized that you really do have to wear sunscreen every day in Florida. I have a scar from my long-ago-removed belly button ring that stretched during my pregnancies. I have stretch marks on my upper thighs from supporting my body when it was carrying a ten-and-a-half-pound baby. More and more, I’m able to look at my body as a living scrapbook of my life.”
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“One day I was lying sideways in bed, big-as-a-cow pregnant, and my husband said, ‘You are beautiful.’ That is the day I truly felt the most beautiful I had ever felt in my entire life. I love my husband and cherish that moment in my mind, regardless of if he really meant it or was just trying to make me feel better. He doesn’t even know how significant and meaningful that was to me. He is amazing.”
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“My stretch marks don’t bother me—they are a constant reminder of what my body did, and what it did was pretty sweet.”

“After giving birth to my son, I started working out in an attempt to get my pre-baby body back. I was devastated when I learned I had a condition known as diastasis recti, which is defined as the separation of the three layers of abdominals due to the overstretching of the connective tissue that runs down the center of the abdominals. I had to take it easy and not work out as intensely, since all of the bending workouts I was doing made the separation gap worsen.
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“I was very self-conscious, especially after a cashier in a convenience store asked the offensive question, “When are you due?” It consumed me, and I felt very self-conscious and worried that I looked nine months pregnant at eight months postpartum. Gradually, I am learning to be patient with my body. It has held my two most precious gifts, and I need to allow it time to heal.”
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“Growing up, I was most insecure about my boobs, which were always large. After becoming a mother, I would say my stretch marks and loose skin on my stomach. In thinking about how to answer this question I had to ask myself, why? I think people, whether they intend to or not, judge a book by its cover, so maybe I am more insecure wondering, if and when they judge me, will I be able to not allow it to affect me?”
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“Are there things I would change about my body if I could snap my fingers? Absolutely. But this body is mine and it gave me this beautiful boy. It is nourishing and growing the kicking being inside of me. How can I shame something that can do that?”
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“I’ve always had body image issues. (Who hasn’t?) I was thinner for a few years in my late teens and early twenties but gained sixty pounds in nursing school. I was so ashamed of my body that I would avoid cameras like the plague. I even begged my best friend to have her mother-in-law take down a photo of me fixing her veil as the matron of honor in her wedding because I was so mortified of what I looked like. It was only after making memory photo boards for that friend’s brother’s funeral a few years later that I realized how ridiculous I was being, and that if I were to die young, nobody would have photos of me (or if they did, I’d not be happy in them or be trying to duck out of them).”
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“Even though I’m thin, I still have insecurities. I think what changed my view of my own body was my daughter being born. I am determined to show her that no matter your body shape, you are only as beautiful as your heart is. I want her to learn that true beauty comes from within.”
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“I had a baby. I carried her for thirty-seven weeks. She surprised us early, and the first eighteen months of her life were difficult, with seizures, doctors, testing, medication, and worry. I’ve still got ‘baby weight’ to lose, but you know what? I’m proud of the mom I am. Proud of what my body made. And I’m going to teach my kid to love every inch of herself. Every stretch mark. Every butt dimple. Every roll. Every scar.”

[image: images]

“It is so important for society to accept mothers of all shapes and sizes. Campaigns often focus on one body type or another, but still completely miss the point that we are all ‘real moms.’ Curvy moms are real moms. Skinny moms are real moms. Strong moms are real moms. Overweight moms are real moms. Lifting one body type up and shaming another is not helping anyone. There is no ideal body type that increases or decreases our authenticity as mothers.”
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“Six months after my daughter was born, her father and I separated, and my life was turned upside-down. Suddenly, after nearly four years of being a stay-at-home mom, I had to start working along with going to school full time. It was incredibly tough and I cried many times, but I knew what I was doing was to better our lives so I pushed on. The stress of the situation paired with my anxiety caused me to lose a lot of weight—reaching 103 pounds. It became very obvious to those around me that something was wrong. But with support from friends and family, I began to gain weight in a healthy way. Somehow, through everything, I managed to keep nursing my daughter. I now weigh 116 pounds and am still working on gaining, but it takes constant effort, eating good food often, and weight training to gain muscle.”

“Growing up, I was the one that was made fun of because I’d always been overweight. I was in a major car accident when I was nineteen years old. I had a twelve-hour lifesaving surgery that saved my right foot from being amputated. I have several scars all over my body, which I used to hide from people.
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“As I got older I realized these scars are my badges of honor. I was so blessed to become pregnant with my daughter later in life, at the age of thirty-eight. The doctors always thought because of my back injury, I wouldn’t be able to deliver a baby, but I’m so proud I did. Thanks to myself, my friendship with Natalie, and The Honest Body Project, I have never said a negative word about body image to my daughter. I’m so proud she has such a positive attitude about body image and realizes we are all beautiful in our own way.”
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“I am a mother. I have the body of a mother. My stretch marks and slightly saggy breasts symbolize everything my son and I have been through to this point. I am not ashamed of it; in fact, I love it.”
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“People often tell me I’m beautiful and it’s honestly hard to hear. I usually don’t respond and always think to myself, If only they knew what I looked like under my clothes. I have struggled with body image since having my first baby in 2007, and despite being married to a wonderful man who makes me feel beautiful every day, it is still something I deal with. I want to be thin. I want to wear bottoms in a single-digit size. I want a flat stomach without stretch marks. Some of these things I can and am working on, but some may never be a reality for me. I need to learn to smile and say ‘Thank you’ when given a compliment, and I need to learn to love and accept this body. After all, it gave me my three wonderful children and for that I am forever grateful.”

[image: images]

“Sometimes I feel damn proud of my stretch marks. Sometimes they are a gross reminder that my body will never look the same again. I struggle with the idea that I will somehow return to my former, pre-child physical self. I look at myself in the mirror and my belly squishes over the top of my pants. I stand up straighter, suck it in, try a couple of different angles, and then say ‘F**k it. This is what I’m wearing today. It is appropriate for my body because I just put it on my body.’

“Motherhood is not always beautiful. In fact, it can be pretty gross and awful sometimes. But of course, I wouldn’t change it. I love raising these fun, smart, crazy, wild, loving, and kind children. They force me to overcome my own personal issues every day. They love me unfailingly. They love me when I yell, and when I feel worthless. They love me for me, for all of my imperfections and scars. They truly see the messy, forgetful person that I am, and they love me anyway.”
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“I feel an immense amount of pressure being the mother of a daughter. I tell my daughter constantly that she is pretty. While it is a nice compliment, I don’t want her to begin to think that is the only thing I love about her. I try to make an effort to give her specific compliments about things she has done or for trying new things. I think it is especially important for mothers of daughters to be good role models. If you are constantly looking in the mirror and pointing out your flaws, your daughter sees that. It teaches her that it’s okay to pick on herself. I hope my daughter will grow up thinking that strong, smart, confident, and independent are all qualities that make a woman beautiful.”
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“I am beautiful, and I know this because it is what I tell myself. Sometimes I will stand in front of the mirror and just tell myself I am beautiful. Why? Because I am. My body is beautiful. My body is a sacred space, where three beautiful babies have grown. And hopefully a couple more. My husband makes me feel so beautiful, my kids make me feel beautiful. And I am beautiful, even on my worst days.”
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“I decided it was time to start loving myself despite what society said was flawed about my body and despite what the scale said. It took a lot of work to kick the mean voices in my head, but ultimately I would never talk to a friend the way I talked to myself. So why did I think it was okay to belittle who I was?”
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“Much to my surprise, I’ve never felt more satisfied with my body than I do now as a mother. I’ve created the most amazing human I’ve ever met. I feel more feminine than I ever have and I absolutely love it. It’s allowed me to finally conquer traumatic events in my past and feel like I belong to myself again. I never imagined becoming a mother would so easily heal damage done to me by others when I was so young, and the damage I caused myself in trying to deal with it.”

“I have played the numbers game for more than two decades now. I’ve squirreled away the ‘stats’ in my mind as long, earmarking life’s moments with the numbers my scale has barked back at me. How is it that I remember I hit 100 pounds at age twelve? (Oh yeah, there was a public sixth-grade weigh-in at school.) How do I recall that I hovered around 140 as high school graduation closed in? The statistics continue to pile up in my mind: I dropped into the 120s during a bad breakup. I weighed 126.5 pounds the day I walked down the aisle. (Yes, that 0.5 matters, dammit.) I gained forty-five pounds during my first pregnancy, hitting an all-time high of 185 by the time my daughter was born. After the kids, I was able to get down to 125, breaking my wedding-day weight (that all came right back on as my marriage crumbled and I eventually divorced, leaving me again hovering in the 140s and 150s).
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“Funny, isn’t it? I can’t tell you what I did a week ago, but I can tell you approximately what the scale said if you bring me back to a particular moment in time.
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