Enough Episodc 9/
The Fix-It Trap: Bod Image, Shame and
the Search for Wholeness with Kate Gies

Mandy: Have you ever found yourself preoccupied by something appearance-related that you know
intellectually shouldn’t matter anymore? Maybe there’s a saggy bit, or maybe you’re getting those wee little
lines forming on your top lip where your lipstick always goes in - you know, the script. It's what’s on the
inside that counts.

This is superficial, and I'm so past this, and yet there’s an inner negotiation that’s happening anyway. Maybe
if | just sorted that one thing that really bugs me, that thing that when | look in the mirror, | hone in like with
the Hubble telescope and scrutinize myself and say really nasty things to myself.

If | fixed that thing, would | feel more okay? | am interested in that tension, that inner negotiation. It's not
about the people who have decided they are completely unbothered by anything appearance-related. Yay
you. Nor is it about the person who's gone all in on the treatments and fixes. Yay. You too.

I’'m talking about that murkier middle ground that so many of us inhabit. | know this doesn’t really matter, and
yet somehow it still does. I'm curious what we are giving up by being in this inner negotiation. What does

it cost us in terms of time, energy, money, and most importantly, how we relate to ourselves? And if | really
slow down and consider this, maybe just, maybe I'll take a beat before looking at myself like a constant
fixer-upper project. Today’s guest author Kate Geese has felt this pressure more than most of us. She has
had a lot of experience feeling like a project to be fixed and perfected.

Before | introduce you to her, | wanna say this is not an episode about giving up on your appearance. It’s
about interrogating the deal that we’ve been offered as to what our appearance is for. What Kate’s story
makes impossible to ignore is this: there is no finished, polished version of you waiting on the other side
of one more improvement, and the question isn’t whether you care about how you look - it’s how you're
relating to the pressure to care.

Kate shares how she distinguishes if she’s feeling pressured or like she, air quotes, should make a particular
decision related to her appearance, or if her choice is coming from a more aligned, empowered place. |
think you’re gonna love this. Before we dive in, I'm Dr. Mandy Leto, and this is Enough, the podcast.

I’'m in conversation here with people whose lives look shiny and successful on the outside, and who, like
the rest of us, are in the process of renegotiating what enough actually means from the inside out. So let’s
get into it with Kate Geese.

Kate: So | was born without a right ear, and from the time | was three till | was 13, | had 14 reconstructive
surgeries. And they were sort of this quote-ungquote well-intentioned violence - they took ribs from my rib
cage and skin grafts from all sorts of different parts, with the idea of, okay, so after this surgery, things are
gonna be better after this surgery.

And so |, from the time | could form memories, | knew | needed to be fixed. So that was very much ingrained
in who | was, that there was something wrong with me. And being exposed to plastic surgeons as a child,
where their goal is literally physical perfection - that’s like their ultimate goal - and you are this project, your
body becomes this project to achieving that. And so when | was 14, | had had enough, and | said | didn’t
wanna have any more surgeries. And I'd love to say that that was because I'd had some feeling of okayness
in my body, but | was just tired. Like, | was tired of having surgeries. | was tired of missing school. And so my
surgeon was kind of like, okay.
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And then | felt this relief. | felt like, ah, okay. And then about a few weeks later, | was meeting with my
pediatrician, who's like, oh, | got this letter from your surgeon and I'm gonna read it to you. And she was
new, and she was a woman, and she’s like, | don’t hide things from my patients.

And she read me this letter that made me feel about an inch big. And the letter was essentially: yeah, so,
uh, wondering if you can actually talk to Kate and try to convince her to have more surgeries - and not only
on building the reconstruction of the ear, but we should also start looking at her face because her face

is crooked. So if you wouldn’'t mind kind of coming on board with us and trying to convince Kate to start
getting work done on her crooked face.

And | remember in that moment, the level of shame in my body - it was heavy. And my pediatrician said,
what do you wanna do? And I'm like, I'm not going back. And she’s like, fair enough.

And so that was sort of a moment. | think, you know - but instead of owning my body after that, | think | just
hid it away, ‘cause there was just too much shame around it. And so dating was very hard for me. | was
always hiding parts of myself - my scars, my ear - ‘cause when the surgeries ended, | did not know how to
own this body because everyone else had constantly been telling me what it should be.

And then | was left with this sort of jagged, scar-ridden body, and I'm like, what do | do with this? And so the
avoidance kind of came from that.

And it was really when | started writing my story that | came to understand - and | think this is what’s
interesting about writing - that you don’t always know where you’'re gonna go. You think your story is one
thing, and then you kind of discover that it becomes something else.

That | really came to understand how external | held the question, am | okay? And it was based on other
people saying | wasn’t. And | also think when you’re a child, you just believe adults ‘cause you don’t really
have any other kind of understanding of the world.

And | read my medical records, which | don’t necessarily recommend doing, but essentially what | noticed
in the medical records was how flatly the character of me was in them - and that | was actually not the main
character. The surgeon was the main character, and the obstacle was this unruly body that needed to be
fixed. And these bodies need to look a certain way. But what was actually the obstacle, as | continued to
read them, was that there is a fear here from the surgeon - and the medical industry in general - of different
bodies. Bodies need to look a certain way, especially if you’re a woman, as we know.

And realizing, you know what, maybe this isn't my agenda. But it took a really, really long time, and | had to
reforge a relationship with my body that was more rooted in my connection to it, of what | wanted my body
to be. But that’s a process.

Mandy: Thank you for sharing that. Your story is absolutely incredible, and this idea of the surgeries
promising wholeness - the surgeries promising to be the magic pill that would bring you okayness. And that
letter just breaks my heart. Remind us how old you were again when you were listening to that?

Kate: 14.

Mandy: Oof. So it's so easy to get caught up, because you were a child at that stage, especially to get
caught up in this maelstrom of the fix-it spiral. And this idea that repair feels so incredibly seductive even
when it fails us.

So I'm curious - you went a little bit on fast-forward there. | know, having read your book, that that’s probably
been years and decades of insight to get you from this place of trusting other people’s perspectives that
you’re not okay, and how you got to a place of being okay.

Because you're listening to the medical experts, you’re doing what your parents - however well-intentioned

they are - this is the path that they’re taking you on. You also exist in a society, as you said, where there are

expectations, particularly for women, of how we should look. There’s this idea of perfection. Take us into the
place where you actually started to realize that you’re not okay with this anymore. | wanna slow that down. |

wanna get in there a little bit more. So take us there.
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Kate: | love how you bring up, like, this is just metaphorical for whatever it is that we’re doing to our bodies
to make them feel okay for us - and who is telling us that.

And | remember, | was going up on the train to Toronto with my mom. We were from Kingston, and we were
heading to Toronto, and | just turned to her and I'm like, | think | don’t wanna do this anymore. And her
response was like, okay.

And I'd never before that moment thought that was a choice. Never, never even considered it a choice,
‘cause I'm like, this is what needs to be done. | need to have surgeries until | have an ear. And it never
occurred to me that | could say no.

And that particular no came from a visceral place of exhaustion. And | was about to start high school, and
I'm like, | don’t wanna miss any more school.

"Cause, you know, surgeries themselves are quite violent just by their nature. We have them in a very sterile,
professional setting, but there’s still a type of trauma.

And so | guess the flip for me was, on some level, | must have cared more about my wellbeing than what |
looked like in that moment. Because to say no meant for me at the time, okay, I'm never gonna be finished.
I’'m never gonna have the ear.

And the resistance from the plastic surgeon was something | didn’t expect, but it was sort of like the plastic
surgeon was arguing back with me, like, hmm, well, what about this, what about this, what about this?

And then that letter felt like such a betrayal. When he sends that letter to my pediatrician, it felt like - and |
think that’s when | really realized how deep this goes - that this is beyond when the person themselves is
saying, about my own body, I've had enough.

And there is this underlying insidiousness that is still like, well actually, you don’t get to decide that
ultimately, right? And I'm gonna get another medically trained professional on my side to push back against
that sense of autonomy you’re trying to have over your own body.

Mandy: Well, this is an industry, right? | mean, this whole thing - there’s a profit model here. There’s
incentive for someone to keep not just you, in this case, but | think more generally, to stay in this repair
mode. And | think it’s playing for many of us on this lack of autonomy, this lack of choice that we may feel
we have.

And also, as we start to change, as we start to age, as we no longer - or maybe never - conformed to a
certain ideal, | think this is where we are manipulable.

And this autonomy that you showed at a young age is so - like, this inner sovereignty, this inner awareness
of enough. Enough. It’'s so galvanizing, so inspiring, which is why | wanted to have this conversation.

Because | think many of us also - even though yours is to do with the way that you were born - and |
suppose that was a cosmetic procedure - but if you think about how so many of us are faced with all of
these internal negotiations.

Am | okay? Whether it's changing the shape of one’s jawline or breasts or whatever else - we're in that
constant negotiation.

Quite often - I don’t wanna grossly generalize - but many of us are in that negotiation with ourselves. Am |
okay?

And particularly when we’re getting it fed to us in glossy magazines, on media, everywhere else.

There’s something about your awakeness that’s really inspiring - like your “no, I’'m not available for that
anymore.”

Kate: Yeah, and like | say, it didn’t feel like a choice by that point, ‘cause it had gotten so bad. And I'd love to
say, and then from that moment on, after, | never felt bad about my body again - but | think, like you’re hitting
on something - the ubiquity of these messages that we’re constantly getting.
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Advertisements, TV, the public scrutiny over women’s bodies - we see it. Who has had plastic surgery? Is
the celebrity pregnant? This celeb came to the red carpet with an almost unrecognizable face. And again,
we're doing this - the system that pushes women specifically to try for this ideal is also the system that is
scrutinizing them when that ideal is not reached in the particular way. And | think the seduction comes from
there always being another fix. And | think that’s what | was kind of promised.

So the first five surgeries | had in Kingston, they tried to put a plastic ear in, and then it kept failing. And it
kept failing. And then they’re like, oh, don’t worry, we’ll take her own skin and bones - and that’s the fix. And
then | started with that, and it was just this never-ending - when | was, | think | was 13, | went to Toronto, but
it was my plastic surgeon’s assistant or resident that actually saw me. And he was just like, so, Kate, what do
you think about your face?

And I'm like a 13-year-old girl, so of course | hated my face. And he’s like, you know, it's crooked here, and
we could fix this. We could take nerves from your leg and put them in your mouth.

And | think at that point - and this was a precursor to me being like, I'm done - there was that recognition:
this is never over.

Mandy: | wanna slow this moment down. Because a thoughtful listener will already be making distinctions -
like choosing Botox at 50 is not the same thing as being born without an ear. And that difference matters.

But what Kate’s story exposes isn’t a comparison of procedures. It's a way of relating to the self - the idea
that there’s a future version of you who finally gets to feel okay after one more fix. Kate reached the most
honest endpoint of that logic pretty early in life. And it wasn’t straightforward, obviously, but she discovered
something most of us only brush up against quietly much later, if at all: this is never over.

Not unless you change how you're standing inside of it.

And that’s where this conversation goes next - not towards giving anything up, but towards understanding
what it means to stop using your appearance as evidence of whether or not you’re okay. What comes next
in the conversation isn’t a technique - it’s an invitation to a different kind of relationship.

So the alternative here is acceptance. And | think this is the real juice of this conversation, because there is
an alternative. | think many of us realize there isn’t an alternative. | was having this conversation with a friend
- something similar - it's like, oh, well, does that mean | just become, her words, a sea hag now?

Like | stop coloring my hair and | stop caring about anything?
It's like, no, it doesn’t have to be that. Although, like, if that’s your jam, please go for it.
Kate: Yeah.

Mandy: There’s something about understanding that we can choose not to participate in that. We
can choose not to participate in all of that and actually reclaim our sovereignty around that, and really
understand, who am | doing this for?

Standing in wholeness - and wholeness does not mean, at least the way | interpret it - | see wholeness as
acceptance of all the parts of ourselves. | don’t even wanna say the good and the bad, because it’s just our
whole selves.

So this is an alternative. But | think this can be so tricky because it’s going against the grain of everything
that we see all the time, especially if we make different decisions.

But yet those of us who do do that - if you look at the Pamela Andersons of the world - and | mean, she’s
getting a lot of media coverage, good and not so good - but it takes courage to do that.

And yet there’s something so inspiring, galvanizing, exciting about seeing that this is another alternative.
This is an option. This is available to us.

So did you come to a stage where you realized what wholeness meant - that wholeness didn’t equal
perfection?
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Kate: | was in battle with my body. And | think we live in a society - you know, the patriarchal capitalist
society - where women especially are taught to constantly not be friends with their body. It's constantly
needing work, it's constantly renovation.

| think the first revelation for me was that bodies are neither good nor bad. They just are. They’re a
conglomeration of cells that come together.

And | think the other thing you brought up is not even loving your body, but being fully in your body.

And | think what | mean by that is there are parts of ourselves that we try to ignore or avoid - or we slap on
concealer to hide, or we wear turtlenecks because of our necks, whatever it is.

Pushing back against that and accepting our whole - humans are messy. Humans are messy. And that’s true
about every part of us.

Our bodies are messy. They are this organic thing that sometimes fails us - we get injured, we get sick - and
there is such beauty in the different ways that bodies show up in the world.

And again, those in power do not like that. They have a certain idea of what a body should be.

And if we are all distracted - the best way to disempower someone is to make them feel shame. And the
best way to disempower a woman is to shame her body, right?

Because women have grown up being told that their most important asset in this world is their body.

And when you shame someone, they become distracted and withdrawn. And then we are not actually
fighting the real fight, which is looking at these systems that are perpetuating these things.

They want us to point to each other and say, look at her body, and internalize it - which is just a distraction
from us being in our power. And | think if we can think about accepting our bodies as an act of resistance,
that feels very empowering to me.

| like wearing makeup sometimes. | like wearing vintage seventies dresses. And it really comes down to:
what makes me feel expansive versus what makes me shrink? And that is my measure of knowing when
I’'m doing something that feels autonomous. And | love this term you've used - our own sovereignty - where
we’re making a choice versus something I've internalized that, when | actually think about it, isn’t my choice.

Mandy: Yeah. And | think once we stop chasing that perfection, once we stop needing to conform, it
doesn’t mean - like you just said - that you have to stop wearing makeup and grow your body hair and do
all these other things to be perfectly organic and natural.

I’'m hearing you say it doesn’t mean that at all. I'm hearing that it's that feeling of autonomy, that choice that
feels in integrity with what it is that you are choosing to put on today or how you are choosing to express
yourself. That it’s a choice that comes from within, from a place that feels good to you.

And I'm just imagining somebody listening going, well, how do you separate that out from - we've been
steeped in this for so long. But | suppose that’s part of the internal inquiry: am | doing this because | feel like
| need to conform and fit in, and I'll stand out if | don’t?

There’s something that becomes available to us when we start engaging in this dialogue, when we start to
see ourselves not from a place of lack or scarcity or not-enoughness, but from a place of sovereignty, from
a place of choice. That’s what I'm hearing you say. What opened up for you when you started to live more

from this place?

Kate: It was a journey - that’s the first thing to say.

And | think partly in writing my story, it came out. Sometimes we think we have to have our message figured
out before we start writing our story, but for me it was in the writing. Reading those medical records -
instead of feeling shame, | felt anger. And that was powerful for me. I'd been doing therapy for a long time.
The talking was helpful, but | needed the body work, if that makes sense.
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| went to this conscious dancing event - they put music on and you just do whatever your body wants to do.
And | realized in that moment: | have no idea what my body wants to do. | have not listened to that inner
compass, maybe ever. And it didn’t happen for me until this guy brushed up against me and | felt myself
bristling. And I'm like, oh - my body wants to be big right now. And ugly. And | don’t mean ugly in a moral
sense - my body wanted to push against the standards of a graceful, delicate woman.

| started stomping my feet. | had my hands out. And for the first time, maybe in my life, | could feel myself
to the edges of my skin. It was revelatory. | kept my eyes closed because | didn’t want to see what other
people thought. | was just in my body.

That moment - | was in my mid-thirties - that was the start of it for me.

As | started to share my story more, | realized we hold shame about certain parts of ourselves. And when
we speak that shame, there’s something in vulnerability that’s incredibly human and beautiful. When we
hide it away, it damages us. Shame becomes moldy. It sits in different parts of our bodies and makes us
withdraw. When we share, we give other people permission to share.

And | look at the trans community and the brilliance of saying: no, | don’t conform to that. As a cis woman,
I'm like, wow - there are so many different ways to be a person. And isn’t that beautiful? Imagine a society
where we're comfortable in our bodies. We would change the world. Instead, we're constantly being told to
spend money here and there.

If we just asked: what delights me? Does red lipstick delight me? Yes - then I'll wear it. Does this make me
shrink? Does it make me feel bad? If so, that’'s something to push against.

Since I've been able to publicly say | was born without an ear and be fully in my body when | say it, | use so
much less energy. Shame takes energy. Not-enoughness takes energy.

Now | feel contentment in my body that I've never felt before. It’'s calm. It's not that | love every part - but I'm
comfortable in this body. Bodies are incredible. They’re the avatars through which we communicate in the
world, and yet all we focus on is what they look like. Sometimes | wear things that aren’t sexually appealing,
but | feel expansive in them. Prairie dresses, color - | feel good.

And that question - what makes me feel expansive versus what makes me shrink - that’s the beginning of
getting out of this cycle that big corporations love to keep us in.

Mandy: Let’'s imagine you and | are on a stage, and the audience is filled with thousands of people who
want to feel comfortable in their own skin, but they look at you and think, yeah, well, it’s fine for her.

What would you want to say to them?

Kate: Coming back to the question, am | okay as | am - it’'s a process. We’ve been conditioned since we
were very young. So the first question is: who are you asking? Who benefits from you questioning your
worth? And it’s probably not you.

Bodies are intricate, wildly diverse. They heal, they protect us. And yet if they don’t look a certain way,
they’re deemed not okay. For me, reframing my scars as evidence of my body healing itself changed
everything.

Think about your five-year-old self - before you learned to see your body as an object. Self-compassion is
crucial. Even putting your hand on your heart releases oxytocin. Catch the inner critic. Name it. Separate it
from truth. Loving yourself is an act of resistance in a world that profits from your shame.

Mandy: What's something you’ve recently said enough to?

Kate: About a month ago, | went to a walk-in clinic. Doctors often comment on my face because they think
I’'m having a stroke. This doctor said, “What’s with your face?” and mimicked it. | told him | was born without
an ear. He asked to see it. And instead of people-pleasing, | said, “Why? For your curiosity?” And when he
said yes, | said, “No. I'm here about my throat.” It was a moment of staying in my body and realizing I'm not
the problem - his assumptions are.
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Mandy: What | can’t stop thinking about is how reflexive this all is - how quickly we use appearance as
evidence that we're okay.

Kate’s story doesn’t tell you what to choose. It invites you to question what appearance is carrying for you.
So maybe the question isn’t, am | okay as | am?

But what happens if | stop using how | look as proof of whether or not I'm okay? All of Kate’s details are in
the show notes. Do check out her brilliant book, It Must Be Beautiful to Be Finished. Thanks so much for
listening, for sharing this conversation with someone who needs it, and I'll see you next time.
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