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The Diagnosis of Lipedema Brings Relief  

I got into plus size modeling at an age when some people stop modeling. I was twenty-

four turning twenty-five. I had moved out to Los Angeles, and I was pursuing acting at 

the time. When I got out there, people kept saying “You’re too big, you’re too big. 

You’re so fantastic and talented, but you’re too big.” And I was going to the gym all the 

time, so I said, “Well I can’t get smaller.” And the economy had crashed, so things were 

slowing down, and then all of a sudden somebody said, “You’re so photogenic, you 

should pursue modeling.” I said, “I’m too big,” and they said, “No, plus-size modeling.” I 

was like, “What?”  

So I started researching, and I found a competition. It was October of 2010, I believe. So 

I submitted my pictures, and by March of 2011, I won. So I was in Los Angeles and they 

told me, “We’re going to fly you out to New York, you’re going to have a photo shoot.” 

Because I had so much acting training, and I would practice all the time, I was able to 

make myself look smaller, or at least a highlight with my body. I would accentuate the 

waist, and I would make sure to keep the curves looking classy and not as bumpy, 

because I had lipedema. But I trained myself so that I would photograph really, really 

well so that the clients who like skinny models couldn’t say no to me.  

Every now and then I see dresses that remind me of dresses I model, like that one. We 

sold out in twenty-four hours by the way and I was like “Yes, I did my job!”  

It’s wild, because what actually made me a plus-size model is having lipedema. Because 

of lipedema, I have this insane figure. I’m decently busty, so I have this curve on top, 

and I have this really small waist, and there’s a twenty-inch difference between my 

waist and my hips because of lipedema. So I have used that. When I’m shooting I work 

my curves. I try really, really hard to accent the waist, and the curves, and then the 

clothes. But it’s weird, because growing up I was told, “You’re fat, you’re fat, you’re 

ugly, you’re fat,” and then I grew up and it’s like that fat, being fat, is what made it 

possible for me to be a model.  
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It’s wild, because what actually made me a plus-size      
model is having lipedema. Because of lipedema, I have      

this insane figure…I try really, really hard to accent the waist, 
and the curves, and then the clothes. But it’s weird, because 

growing up I was told, ‘You’re fat, you’re fat, you’re ugly, 
you’re fat,’ and then I grew up and it’s like that fat, being    

fat, is what made it possible for me to be a model.  

 

When I was growing up, I never knew anything was wrong, I just thought I was fat. By 

thirteen years old – the only reason I remember my weight is because I was so active in 

athletics – and when you go to your first day of school, they weigh you. And all of the 

girls are stepping on the scale and it’s eighty-something pounds, ninety-something 

pounds. And then I get on the scale, sixth grade, I was thirteen years old, I was 113 

pounds. So I was like okay, it’s in my genes, I just have bigger legs. Fifteen years old, I 

was 213 pounds. Twenty-one years old, I was 300 pounds. And that’s when I stopped 

stepping on the scale, because I thought I was gross. 

I was made fun of so much for my size, every name in the book you can think of: fat 

elephant, huge, ugly, disgusting. I was called everything. So I decided not to focus on 

that in public, because I go home and cry. When I decided not to focus on that, I’m 

going to focus more on acting. Everybody in my community knew me as an actress. 

The hard thing was the roles that I wanted – we did a lot of children’s shows and 

princess-kind of shows sometimes – I couldn’t get those roles. I couldn’t get the 

princess roles, I couldn’t get the pretty girl roles, because I didn’t have the figure for 

them, that people expect you to have.  

 

There’s so many things to say to the younger women, the 
little girls that are thirteen, fifteen, eighteen-year-olds who 
are struggling with weight issues, and many of them who 

don’t know they have this. But for the most part, for them,      
I just want them to know that you’re going to be okay.  
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The hardest thing about modeling is not the shoots, because I love being up there and 

shooting. You can display fifty emotions in the matter of a minute, and you know you 

got an amazing shot, that’s what I love. The hardest part was having the people who I 

felt were supposed to be by my side, be my cheerleaders, telling me that, rather than 

saying, “This is great, this is great.” All I heard was the things that were wrong with me. 

“Your face, your eyebrows are too pointy, your hips are too big, you’re huge.”  

Hearing that on a weekly basis, and knowing that you’re doing everything you can to 

stay smaller, just so you can even keep working, is really hard. So that’s the hardest 

part, is working and feeling like you’re not good enough.  

Now when I found out I had lipedema, that didn’t make me cry, I was really happy, I was 

so happy. I went in April, and I guess everything happens for a reason, Dr. Dayan was in 

Germany working on a surgery so he couldn’t see me, and they rescheduled my 

appointment to be with Dr. Mark Smith. And I walked in, and Mark Smith sat with me in 

a room for two hours. And I left that appointment that day, and I remember walking 

through Union Square and just feeling really happy, because all of those voices in my 

head telling me that I wasn’t good enough for my career and my job, all of a sudden it 

was like, “It’s not my fault. It’s not my fault.”   

And so from April until about June or July, I started this process [where] I would tell 

myself, “You need to fall in love with yourself, you need to fall in love with yourself.” So 

every single day, it was just little things to make myself feel better, and I was slowly 

filtering all the things I was hearing about myself not being good enough and being too 

big. I was really soul searching, you could say. So actually, finding out I had lipedema 

was more of a relief than a scary thing at all. I knew what I had, and all I have to do is 

figure out how to live with it.  

With the surgery, it’s the first time it’s being done in the United States, I’m twenty-nine 

years old. Most of the people who find out they have lipedema are fifty, sixty. So for 

them to be doing the surgery on me, with where my body is, my skin may be able to 

retract or at least tighten up pretty well after. But I don’t know.  

I don’t expect to be skinny after this. I don’t expect to have the perfect body or be 

toned. I do expect to have my legs not feel as heavy. So after the surgery actually, I 

hope maybe it’ll get better.  
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The surgery is done. There’s so many things to say to the younger women, the little 

girls that are thirteen, fifteen, eighteen-year-olds who are struggling with weight issues, 

and many of them who don’t know they have this. But for the most part, for them, I just 

want them to know that you’re going to be okay.   

 

About Nicole Zepeda 
Nicole Zepeda, Stage 2 lipedema, lives in New York City where she works as a plus size 

model. Nicole was one of the first women in the US to have Water-Jet Assisted 

Liposuction (WAL) with Dr. Mark Smith in 2014. Her procedure was successful and she 

has experienced freedom from pain. With continued diet, exercise, and compression 

she reports a visible improvement in shape and size. Nicole is excited to share that she 

recently signed a major modeling contract. 
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