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Chapter 1

secret fantasies . . . an unexpected discovery . . . a life-altering decision

Here is a fantasy I used to have.

The doctor looks at me gravely. He sets his clipboard down and folds his hands neatly on his lap, one stacked on top of the other. He looks so sad. He says, “It’s cancer.”

I lift my chin and set my face in brave and stalwart lines. Beside me, my mother bursts into tears, but I don’t. I am the bravest person who ever lived, who was ever about to die.

“There’s nothing we can do,” the doctor says, and his voice cracks. My mother’s shoulders shake.

Everyone cares. Everyone regrets every terrible thing they have ever thought about me. Everyone is filled with shame, and loss. Everyone can’t believe this is happening. The cancer creeps throughout my body and in the space of months, I lose hundreds of pounds. I am slender, hollow-boned, ethereal. I glow with a light that must be reflected from the eminence of heaven. No one can believe this is happening to such a beautiful girl. I give away everything I own: to people I love, to charity, to the world. I ask for nothing in return.

Sometimes, I go into remission. Sometimes, I make a beautiful corpse. Oh, the thunderous sobbing that lifts the roof off of the funeral home, the tears that flood out the door.

Here’s another fantasy.

A terrible car accident. I am beheaded. My body is a ruin, but my bouncing head is swept up off the highway, jammed into a bag of ice and raced to the nearest emergency room. Rushing doctors yell stat! and machines wail and gouts of blood splash against the sterile walls. A doctor picks up my head, looks into my quickly clouding eyes, and sees my beautiful soul. I am secreted away for emergency, experimental surgery—my head is implanted on the body of a supermodel! The implant works! The scars heal invisibly.

At first, it is so difficult to walk when I’m six feet tall and my legs are spindly and my ankles are so narrow, but muscle memory is magical. I quickly learn how to walk in four-inch heels. Even better, I don’t have to figure out what I want to do with my life, why I am so lonely, why I am depressed, why I feel like I mess up everything I touch—I’m a beautiful supermodel, and my ass is superb.

And another.

There’s a switch. I reach inside my rib cage and flick it on, and suddenly everything is different. No—suddenly I’m different. Totally changed, flipped inside out, polarity reversed. I am a good person, a happy person, a smart and dependable and wise person who is never scared of anything. Everything is clear and easy.

And another:


Weight loss surgery.

 



 



I found out about weight loss surgery by accident.

For poetry’s sake, I want to tell you that I had reached my lowest low. For the sake of the narrative I want to employ irony, and tell you I was eating ice cream right out of the carton, or had my elbows propped  up in a pie. That my darkest moment had arrived, and there I was, fat and sad and unaware that dawn was right over the horizon.

But it didn’t feel like my lowest point. It just felt like my life. I weighed over three hundred pounds and was the fattest I had ever been in my life. I had been systematically shoving all my friends out of my life because I was almost comically ashamed to be so depressed, out of control, and unhappy. I didn’t want to admit to anyone that I was so fat I didn’t want to live anymore. It seemed a poor excuse for sadness, and it sounded pathetic in my head. It would sound worse coming out of my mouth.

And then there I was, reading a blog called something like, “Hey I’m Really Fat and I Hate Myself For It.” The blogger wrote about she’d never lose weight unless she went on The Biggest Loser. I wished I could go on The Biggest Loser, except it seemed kind of terrifying to me, all that nakedness—how could they get so emotionally naked on national television? More importantly, how could they stand to be filmed with their shirts off?

I scrolled to the comments. You could try, a commenter wrote, weight loss surgery. The duodenal switch, the commenter continued, isn’t like most weight loss surgeries. You lose all your excess weight in a year or less. You can eat whatever you want. It is new and sophisticated. It is the future of weight loss. Here is a link: duodenalswitch.com.

I clicked almost before I finished reading the sentence.

I had heard of weight loss surgery before, because Al Roker had it. Carnie Wilson had it too. She used to have to hide her bulk behind rocks and cars and buildings in Wilson Phillips videos while her skinny bandmates danced. She lost all that weight, but then she gained it all back. Al Roker experienced “dumping,” which is what happens when you eat poorly, then you sweat a lot and throw up, or spend hours in the bathroom with a can of odor-killing Lysol, miserable and alone. I always pictured Al Roker eating ice cream on the toilet, and it made me sad.

That wasn’t what I was looking for. That kind of weight loss surgery sounded crazy. Not worth it. A panicked last-ditch effort, even.

This, though. Duodenal switch dot com.

It was a very blue web page, very neatly laid out, and I clicked on the link that said “Procedure.” What would they proceed to do to me?

A picture of a surgery-altered digestive system popped up. I studied the pastel pink stomach, bisected, half the size of a normal stomach or even smaller. The ghost of the removed part of the stomach was dot-dot-dotted behind it, no longer important. The long white loops of intestines wiggled down the illustration, with arrows pointing out parts that looked exactly like other parts. I couldn’t make much sense of it. Somehow I failed to notice—accidentally, on purpose—the arrows that helpfully pointed out where sections of the intestines had been torn from one another and looped around so the surgeons could stitch them to each other. Where one loop ended abruptly, where bits and pieces of the guts were Frankensteined together.

As far as I could tell they just did some rearranging, like the digestive system was your living room and you wanted the couch over by the window, then you were cured. It looked so easy to me, someone who was only vaguely familiar with the workings of a normal digestive system (I always thought my actual digestive system had never really had the opportunity to be normal, really). It looked so simple. Could it be so simple? I read sentences like, “The BPD/DS combines restrictive and malabsorptive elements to achieve and maintain the best reported long-term percentage of excess weight loss among modern weight-loss surgery procedures,” and I thought Oh, well, of course it does, that makes so much sense.

This was weight loss surgery, but it was different. It was weight loss surgery that worked, and it was permanent and easy. They said so themselves, right there on the web page. I didn’t understand why the entire world hadn’t latched on to this amazing new weight loss technology.

This was me, sitting cross-legged on my futon alone in the dark, my heart beating hard. Me hunched forward over the keyboard, breathing through my nose, deep deliberate breaths, my eyes scanning each link.  Skimming over words like “major surgery” and “three-day post-surgery recovery,” and “three-month post-surgery recuperation.” Somehow I didn’t notice phrases like “loose, foul-smelling stools,” and “colostomy bags for the rest of your life.” I skipped over the warnings about agonizing death from intestinal complications, “blood clots” and “leaks” and “aneurisms” and “costs up to $35,000, and will probably not be covered by insurance.” None of it registered.

Because there were pictures. Pages and pages of “before” and “after” pictures. I flipped through them, quickly at first, and then went back to look at each of them carefully, with a great and terrible sense of recognition pounding with my pulse at the base of my throat.

In the “before” photos, she—it was usually a she—stood there hunched in a question mark with her shoulders pulled up to her ears. An oversized T-shirt, hanging down past her knees, and a skirt to her ankles. A look on her face that said, I know I am fat. I think I am worthless. I have given up. I sat and examined their faces, their unhappy, turned-down mouths, their deep-set eyes and the angles of their scruffy eyebrows, their crumpled foreheads, their hands clenched into fists—or loose and open-palmed, as if they had given everything away already, had nothing left and expected nothing in return. I examined every fold along their necks and the curves of their cheeks and slopes of their hips and turns of their ankles and every detail hit me, bang in the heart, like a close-fisted shove.

It made me hate them a little, that they would leave themselves so vulnerable and open. Weren’t we already vulnerable, as fat people? Didn’t we provide enough ammunition with our size, for anyone who wanted a quick and dirty way to hurt us?

And here they were, their defeat and sense of despair captured forever on film. They looked as though they agreed with every terrible thing that anyone had ever said about them. They were hanging their heads and simply accepting that there was no other recourse—surgery was the only answer, the photos said. Surgery is the only answer, they told me.

Because look. Look what happens—the “after” photos. A picture for every post-surgery month, a record of pounds falling off and vanishing. The dramatic difference in people’s sizes and shapes from month to month is breathtaking.

More important is the change in the smaller details over time. The photos seem brighter, the clothes less frumpy. The shoulders straighten. The smiles.

Keep flipping to the pictures taken a year or two after surgery and you see hands on cocked hips, heels kicked out, chins lifted, backs straight. These people are thin, and it only took radical major surgery and a single year. A year to lose hundreds of pounds. A year to look so happy.

I flipped through the photo albums of every single person on that site. I spent hours watching obese people shrink magically, rapidly thin. I finally paused at a photo of a woman in an evening gown, her hair shiny, her face bright and open, years and decades and so many pounds away from the sad and slumped “before” to her left. Right there was when I made my decision.


I’m not happy. I want this.


It made so much sense. We live in the future. In the future, there is so much medical science can do! It was like correcting a harelip. This was a cure for obesity. Why I hadn’t heard about this before? Why had it taken so long?

Everything I knew about the Fat Acceptance movement and Health at Every Size, all my wistful thinking that someday maybe I’d figure out how to be one of those beautiful, happy, confident fat women, vanished entirely. I didn’t have to be strong. I just had to get surgery.

I made sure I bookmarked all these sites, the forums, the discussion groups, the doctors’ websites, the informational depositories, the piles and piles of promises piled up in my browser tabs just like presents under the tree.


I was alone in my house on the futon, and my foot was asleep. I unfolded carefully, painfully, shifting the weight of my body and the heft of my stomach and I pushed forward off my seat.

At three hundred pounds it was hard to breathe. I couldn’t walk more than a block without my back hurting and my knees pinging and my lungs seizing up. My thighs rubbed together with every step. The friction broke the skin, and the moist heat was the breeding ground for yeast infections. Every day I scratched my thighs bloody. When I sat at my desk at the library I worked at, I prayed nobody noticed my heavy breathing. At three hundred pounds, it was difficult to look myself in the eye. I didn’t want to be that way.

It didn’t have to be that way. This website, these pictures—they all shouted, “It doesn’t have to be that way.” I didn’t have to be strong—just operated on.

I wanted to tell someone. I wanted to fling open the door of my apartment and run from one end of the hallway to the other, pound my fists on my neighbors’ walls, shout and turn from black and white to Technicolor, become a part of the picture again, because I could. I would. I could do this.

It would all work out. It always did. That is what I have always told people—things work out. Things unknot (sometimes unravel) and everything settles down and you look around and you see that everything has ended up okay and that you couldn’t imagine things happening any other way.

I want to tell you that this was the point in my life at which everything finally happened.






Chapter 2

the art of the tattoo . . . the foolish conflation of happiness and skinniness . . . lying liar-pants who make up lies

Maybe it didn’t all start with the weight loss surgery revelation. I think maybe it started four years before that, with the tattoo. The tattoo was when I started earnestly looking for a cure for myself, for the body I carried around with me, this body that changed without my permission, this body that I couldn’t control.

A tattoo is a wound, essentially. Tiny needles dragged through the surface of your skin, digging in and leaving behind a deposit of ink, a trail of blood that wells up and spills over your skin.

“You’re a bleeder,” Iggy, my tattoo artist, said, in a matter-of-fact way.

“Is that a good thing?” I said.

“Do you want to bleed?” he said incredulously.

“No.”

“Then hold still.”

I ground my teeth and tipped my head forward. I kept my hands in my lap to hide my belly. The shop was mostly empty and the florescent  lights were bright and clear. My friend Jen Wade sat on a rolling chair across from me, her legs crossed at the knee. She had a camera, and I was too embarrassed to ask her not to take pictures.

There was a brief silence, and I braced myself inside it. He set the needle going again. A thrumming burn. I felt it outside my head before it touched my skin, and then there was a feeling like a hot wire being drawn up across my neck. A vibration that burned even deeper. It was in my skull and through my teeth, the back of my throat and across the tops of my shoulders. Sparks scattered down my shoulder blades, raced down an arm, and I twitched and jumped like someone was plugging me in and hand-cranking a generator. I made a low, keening noise that I knew was annoying, but I could not stop myself.

Jen Wade, who we called Jen Wade because she had the kind of gravitas and strength of personality that called for the formal weight of two names, held up the camera. I bared my teeth at it. My skin crawled down my neck and fled along my spine in great waves of goose bumps as Iggy burned the tattoo onto the back of my neck.

This was unchangeable. Irreversible. This was a part of my body that would never alter, a part that I controlled. Iggy’s hands were sure as he steadied the machine and swept it down in a long, slow grind through my skin. I closed my eyes and wondered what it would be like when the pain stopped and the feeling returned to the tips of my fingers. I wondered if I would want to start breathing again.

“Breathe,” Iggy said. “I don’t want you passing out.”

“Okay,” I gasped. I steadied myself against my knees, and breathed.

 



 



You could call my very first tattoo a lie—a lie to myself, a lie to the world.

Lies are so easy.

When you lie, you are reshaping the world in the image that burns bright in your head. When you lie to people, when you tell them exactly what they want to hear, you are making the world a better place for them.  You are smoothing down a red carpet and ushering them forward into a brighter reality, a happier one in which you are the person they expect you to be. In which you are exactly as cool as they think you are, before they know any better. Before they catch you in a lie.

In my late twenties, I fled my real life in New Jersey. I exchanged it for San Francisco and an MFA in creative writing. In some strange, indeterminate way that I was afraid to think about too specifically, I thought living in San Francisco really would make me a different person—a better person. In San Francisco, I would be a writer in a graduate writing program, which would make me the interesting person I pretended I was. In San Francisco, after a lifetime of bouncing up and down the scale from large to overweight to fat to obese, I would just stop.

Somewhere along the way, “happiness” and “skinniness” had become hopelessly tangled. Rather than work patiently at that knot with careful fingers and quiet determination, I ignored the snarl and instead pinned all my hopes and the entirety of my dreams on geography. I thought that when the plane passed over the border from Nevada to California, somehow my fat would start streaming off me, get caught up in the wake of the plane and rain down over the hills and the valleys I left behind.

But nothing changed, and I showed up for my first day of graduate school ashamed to be there. I was convinced the first impression I offered was, hello, I am fat. It made everything seem impossible. I was so tired of it. I was so tired of myself. I wanted to be happy—such a silly, Disney thing to want, such a sparkles-and-rainbows-and-teddy-bears naïve thing to crave. I didn’t think I had ever been happy. I didn’t know how to do it. I didn’t even know how to be a person who could be happy.

I was tired of bouts of depression. I was tired of them showing up, and I was tired of them hanging around, eating all my cold-cuts and drinking all my beer and leaving crumbs on my couch and thumbprints on my mirrors. I was tired of letting them into the house no matter what coast I was on.

Treatments I tried included medicines, doctors. Going for a brisk  walk! Buying myself flowers. Making lists that included the items “get out of bed” and “take shower.” Attempts at aerobics. Daydreaming about the bike I’d buy once I was skinny enough to have one. Sunlamps and heat lamps and changes of scenery, from fractions of a mile to three thousand miles. All the methods helped, some more than others, but only briefly; they didn’t cure. What I wanted was a cure. What I’ve always wanted was a cure. Sometimes I wondered what had broken me, and would I ever be fixed. How many more things could I try?

Diets. I will not talk about all the diets I tried, and all the pounds that I lost and all the pounds that I gained. All of the stereotypical, desperate-fat-girl-trying-to-be-skinny scenarios. Sometimes, clichés are clichés for a reason. Sometimes, that’s what happens when someone is fat and doesn’t want to be. Have you ever seen the failure rates of diets? Has it ever occurred to you that fat is a lifelong, chronic, incurable condition? It occurred to me, over and over. And that’s when I tried the just-giving-in and lying-in-bed-and-crying methods of coping. Because I wasn’t tough enough for the fuck y’all, I’m beautiful method of living. The world is not made for fat people, and I couldn’t hack it.

What you need to know about is the feeling of failure, radiating from the outside and filling up the entire inside, because so many people manage to either be thin, or get thin and stay thin. So many people manage to be happy—which is the same thing as thin. So many people manage it, but I failed over and over.

I wanted someone to tell me I was okay. I looked for something outside of me to fix everything. I looked for happiness as if someone could hand it to me in a package. I gave up on a part of myself.

My body felt like a lie—I was not the person that my body insisted I was. In my head, I wasn’t fat. In my head, I was lovely and bright and sprightly and confident and I could be a happy person. In my body I felt like I was trapped by gravity, earthbound, sure that anyone who saw me believed in all the clichés about fat people—that they thought I was slovenly, lonely, bad-smelling, alone.

And one day, I couldn’t stand it anymore.

When I got my first tattoo, I told everyone I was celebrating being close to finished with graduate school—all I had to do was finish my thesis, write a book, and it was done. But really, it was my attempt at making a deliberate, conscious, permanent change to my body. And more than that, it was an attempt to make my body beautiful. It was the white flag I waved at the world. If you are forced to look at me, at least now you have something beautiful to look at. Here’s a reason to think I am interesting, beautiful, amazing, lovable. Not a liar.






Chapter 3

a personal triumph . . . ominous portents come from a stranger . . . a relationship

The summer I finished my MFA thesis, the summer after my tattoo, it was cold and my red coat didn’t fit anymore. It hadn’t closed for a long time, but I didn’t have money for another jacket, because graduate students spend all their money on booze. I left a few buttons open on top and a few at the bottom. I wrapped a scarf around my neck to fill in the empty space, and every time I did I thought, with a pang, that I was covering up my tattoo.

Every morning I stood in my closet, surrounded by racks of clothing that were too short and too tight and too impossible. My clothes had somehow gotten small and I had somehow gotten large—it happened at least every year or so. This was the summer I just put on my long T-shirt nightgown, convincing myself it looked exactly like a dress, wrapped my scarf around my neck, and closed as many coat buttons as I could.

My MFA thesis, a book-length work of fiction, was due at the end of the summer, so I took a sabbatical from the library where I worked. Every morning, I went to the University of California’s medical school library, where I didn’t know anyone and no one cared what I was doing,  and I wrote for hours. It was a powerful feeling. I hadn’t thought I could accomplish anything like this—getting a degree, writing a full-length novel—when there was still so much wrong with me. When I was still fat. But when I went out to write every morning, I stopped thinking about that for a while.

First, I stopped at the convenience store and I picked up two twenty-ounce bottles of Diet Pepsi, two king-size Kit Kats, and a pack of menthol cigarettes. I smoked nervously, worriedly, at the bus stop. I shivered, waiting, blowing out smoke. Those moments before starting to write were nerve-wracking. The day before, I had written for hours. Good words, words I liked. But would I be able to do it again? That was the terror of writing for me: I wasn’t sure I’d ever pull it off again, no matter what I had accomplished previously. It felt like a metaphor for my whole life, but I tried not to think about that too carefully.

I took the bus up the hill, just two stops. Three blocks. I smoked another cigarette in front of the UCSF library, pretending not to notice the signs that called UCSF a non-smoking campus. I went inside and sat at one of the desks on the top floor, in the back corner. I was surrounded by dark shelves. I had an orange chair and a view of the city and complete silence.

I camped out with my snacks spread around me and my laptop open, and I sat and wrote my book in my big navy blue T-shirt nightgown. I didn’t have to worry about pinching or pulling or thinking about my clothes or anything below my neck.

Every five pages I took a smoke break, lumbering up and down the sidewalk, thinking about the next word, the next sentence, the next page, the next chapter. Every crevice in my head was filled up by my book, was stuffed and overflowing.

That summer nothing else was important. I put my book together brick by brick in that library overlooking San Francisco, and one day I realized I was a few pages from the end. I headed downstairs with my pack of cigarettes and my laptop under my arm, and I shuffled up and down the block.

“Those things are going to kill you,” said a woman sitting on the steps next to the library. She was wearing scrubs and a nametag hanging around her neck. She had big white nurse shoes.

“Probably,” I said, and moved away from her so I wouldn’t blow smoke into her face.

“You don’t want to die,” she said. “You don’t have that look.”

“Thank you,” I said, startled. “I don’t.”

“You better do something about your weight, then,” she said. “Or you’re going to be worrying about heart attacks. You think you’re young now, but that don’t last for long. Soon you’re going to be old and you’re going to have to worry about that heart. And your veins, getting all full of cholesterol. Do you think about your cholesterol?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t really—”

“No,” she said. “I didn’t think so. You want to die?”

“I have a book to finish,” I said, and I fled. Riding up the elevator, I realized that I had actually answered her question. I didn’t want to die because I had a book to finish. I plugged my laptop in, stood up, and went to the bathroom. I splashed my face with water, washed my hands. They smelled like cigarette smoke. I hadn’t been thinking about smoking, or eating Kit Kats. I hadn’t been thinking about cholesterol, or heart disease. I wrote my book and ate Kit Kats. Three nights a week, sometimes four, my boyfriend Andy came over. We sat on the futon. I laid down and put my feet in his lap, and he tucked the blanket around me. We watched television shows like Dirty Jobs and Mythbusters and worked our way through the collection of Babylon 5 DVDs I had. He told me I didn’t look like I had gained an ounce after I had gained forty pounds, and then twenty more. I ate before he came over, and then when he came over we ate again: pizza, or sesame chicken, or Pad Thai, or quesadillas. Sometimes platters full of nigiri, sometimes cheeseburgers.

In the UCSF library bathroom, I put my head under the faucet. My hair had gotten so long, falling all the way down to the middle of my back. I hadn’t cut it since I moved to San Francisco. I held it in my fist  and shoved my face under the stream of water with my eyes and mouth open, and I tried to think about my book, so close to finished. I had a couple of bars of Kit Kat left. I would write, and then I could eat them. I would type THE END, and then I would fold the Kit Kats in half in my mouth, both at once, and crunch down. Then I’d sweep the crumbs up off the library table and wipe away the smears on my keyboard with my thumb and suck my fingers clean. I would have a book. Nothing else had mattered before, so why did anything matter now?

It didn’t have to matter. All the weight I had gained over the last semester of my MFA program, all the weight I had gained over the summer. All the weight I had always carried, all the years of my life, all in my face and the thick column of my neck. All the weight I would never lose. All the square inches I could cover up with as many tattoos as I wanted. My tattoos could be the only deliberate change that I made to my body, and the only permanent ones.

Only it did matter. When I was writing my book, I was essentially the brain in the jar I sometimes wished I could be. But it would be over soon, and then what?

I typed slowly at first, but then the words started making a straight shot from the back of my head down through my arms and then I was typing the end, backspace backspace backspace, THE END. I scrambled in my bag for my Kit Kat, ripped the package down the center and pushed both bars into my mouth at once. I was finished, and victory tasted like crispy wafers and cheap, waxy chocolate.

I crushed the chocolate against the roof of my mouth with my tongue and swallowed quickly. I saved my file on my desktop, then saved it on my thumb drive, then shoved my thumb drive in my bag. Then I pulled it out of my bag and stuffed it in my bra. If I got knocked down and someone ran away with my bag, at least I’d have a copy of my novel, if not my dignity. Graduate school had taken three years, and now the reason I moved to San Francisco was gone. Not gone—achieved. Right. A goal, achieved.

I took the elevator downstairs and burst out of the library and was  disappointed to see that the clouds were low and the day hadn’t gotten warmer or brighter, that the sun hadn’t burst from its moors and gone hurtling across the horizon, trailing sparks in a victory lap. There are no weather miracles in August in San Francisco; every day is as gray as the next no matter what is inside your heart.

The woman by the door was gone, and I headed down the hill before she could reappear. I wanted to yell about my book. I wanted to yell and to cry.

I called Andy, and he picked up and I yelled in his ear.

“I did it, I did it, I finished my book, it’s done.” I clomped down the hill, past the rows of pastel houses, and my bag was heavy and my thumb drive was hot in my bra.

“Woo hoo!” he said. “You are awesome.”

“I know, right? God.” I was seized with a certainty. “I need to celebrate. Where are you? Can we celebrate? I want to drink a lot. And be happy.”

“I’m home,” he said.

“I’m on my way,” I said.

“Finnegan’s?”

“That’s perfect. I want to smoke, and drink, and be so glad this goddamn book is done.” I paused. “When I was working on it, a woman told me that I should quit smoking.”

“While you were writing?”

“No, during a smoke break.”

“I hope you told her to shove it.”

“I did. But I don’t know.”

“You can do anything you want to, now that the book is done,” he said.

“I want to drink whiskey,” I said.

“Good choice.”

 



 



Hours later.

“I’m happy,” I said, as we stumbled down the street. I clung to Andy’s arm.

“Me too,” Andy said.

I stopped in the middle of the street, under a flickering lamp. “But you’re not,” I said. “You’re not.”

He pulled a cigarette out of his breast pocket and squinted at me. “What are you talking about?” He stuck it in his mouth and lit up. His glasses were opaque for a moment in the light. “I’m totally happy. Hey we’re talking about you here. How awesome are you? You finished a book!”

I swayed. He caught me, laughing, and tucked my arm into the crook of his. He led me home. I stumbled into the bedroom, shedding pieces of clothing as I went, drunk enough to not even consider my nakedness. I collapsed into bed. It was late and my head was swimmy and I was worn out from all the sense of absolute and utter relief, and from avoiding the thought of what might come next and what I would have to do. Andy came in to tuck me in, pull the covers up, and kiss me good night, but I scrambled out of bed, pulling the comforter around me. “I have to save it,” I said. I padded out to the living room and sat on the futon. I pulled out my laptop and emailed my book to myself. I squinted at the screen, and carefully typed out a message to my advisor. I did it, I wrote. What do I do now?


I closed the laptop and Andy was behind me, prodding me back into bed, spreading the comforter back over me.

“I’m going to stay up for a while longer,” he said.

I sat up. “Why don’t you come to bed now,” I said, smiling in a way I thought might be provocative and convincing. “Let’s celebrate! We should celebrate!” It had been a long time since I had propositioned him. After a while I had given up, because being told no is one of the most embarrassing things in the world. But my head was swimming and I was drunk and I had just finished writing a book and what was I supposed to do next?

Andy laughed. “You need to go to bed.”

“Please?”

I was horrified to hear myself say it, because it came out sounding so much less like a joke than I wanted it to.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He looked miserable.

“It’s okay! It’s okay! I’m sorry. I was just teasing you.” I pulled the cover all the way up to my chin.

“Have good dreams, okay?”

He left the door a little open, and I could see the light of the television flickering in the living room. I drifted in the dark. The television went off, and his soft footsteps went into the bathroom. The water went on, the water went off. I rolled over onto my back and let the covers slide down to my waist. I closed my eyes and pretended to sleep, an arm over my head, my back arched, naked. Lovers had told me, in tones of awe, you have magnificent breasts. Maybe not at this size, the heaviest I had ever been at this point—though the top weight kept creeping up. But maybe it was still true.

Andy crawled into bed, and he didn’t notice. He didn’t remember that he liked my breasts. He sighed, and settled in with his back to me. Almost immediately asleep, I thought.

I can cry very quietly. The tears slipped down into my ears, trickled through my hair. I lay there breathing quietly for an hour, or more, in the dark, my eyes wide open. Hoping he’d hear me, terrified he would.

He sighed, and turned over on his back. I swallowed. I put my hand on his chest, and his breathing was deep and heavy. I curled into his side. He was warm and comforting even when he was asleep. He was Andy, and we’d figure it out. I reached down to pull the blanket up, and my fingers brushed his erection. I caught my breath. I caressed him slowly, afraid to look up at his face, holding my breath.

His hand knocked mine away as he shifted. He sighed again, and rolled back over onto his side, away from me. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to be silent anymore. I crawled out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom in the dark, fumbling with the faucets. I couldn’t turn on the light and look at myself. If I turned it on, I’d see my face. I’d see the enormous expanse of pasty skin, the blotchy cheeks, my mouth twisted down and ugly and collapsing. I folded up on the floor of the tub and let the shower run in the dark, water beating down on the back of my neck.






Chapter 4

the family buttocks . . . the terrible danger of genetics . . . an engagement . . . chickening out

My thesis was done and the world didn’t seem any different, except for that too-familiar sense of loss. I went back to work, and nobody noticed anything different about me—shouldn’t they have been able to tell that I had finished a book and was just inches away from graduating? The days followed each other, one after another, all the same. Then one day my brother called me at work to tell me he was engaged. Engaged!

When I was a kid, before puberty, we lived in the Bronx and ate dinner at my grandparents’ brownstone in Brooklyn. One evening, everyone was there—my three aunts, my grandfather at the head of the table, my mother next to me, my brother squirming on her other side, and my grandmother next to him at the foot of the table. I don’t know where my father was—working? At home?

My father wasn’t there, but everyone who was all agreed that my brother definitely took after him in looks. My father was very tall and narrow, and he was famous, in the family, for eating and eating and eating without gaining weight. Someone said I was beginning to look like my father, too. My family member’s voices took on tones of relief  as they agreed, over a roast and potatoes and over my head, Jennifer does not have the Fitzgerald problem.

“The Fitzgerald ass,” my mother would say, and Aunt Betty, the most serious one with the upturned nose, would reply, “Oh, Mary.” Aunt Cealy, the baby with the mass of hair all the way down her back, would smirk, and Aunt Evelyn would say, “Thank God.” Grandma would say, “What?” and I would take a big bite of my mashed potatoes and wonder what the Fitzgerald ass was, and why I wouldn’t want it.

We always had tea after dinner at the kitchen table. At nine I was old enough to plug in the kettle and pour hot water carefully into mugs, and I cut slices of pound cake for all of us and passed it out with cups of tea. My brother mashed his slice with a fork. It exploded it into a crumbled mountain that he’d pick through slowly and sometimes not finish. My mother cleaned her plate and then pressed her fingers against the crumbs that had spilled off her fork and onto the table. I learned that every part of the pound cake was yours and important and ought not to be wasted, because who knew when it would come around again? My grandmother did not allow seconds, and we did not have pound cake at home. I chased the crumbs with my own fingers too, but only when I thought no one else was looking, because I was embarrassed about my small moment of desperation. I was also embarrassed when I watched my mother as she picked the crumbs from the front of her blouse, licked her fingers. Someone was always looking.

Aunt Betty was built like an apple, and looked like my grandmother with her shelf of a bosom. The other sisters were built like Weebles, round around the hips that tapered down to little feet. They were all fat, to varying degrees of Fitzgeraldness, but that’s not what I would have thought about them then. They were my aunts, and they looked like my aunts. My mother’s ass seemed okay to me. My father said he liked it.

But my mother was afraid I’d get fat. She tried to give me a foundation, a core of self, to prevent it from happening. She said to me, “Do you know how beautiful you are?” That intensity of tone, and the melting way  my mother sometimes had, always made me a little bit squirmy. I was pinned down under the force and light and heat of her regard and her love. It was difficult to look her in the eyes, and I sometimes resented her for it, for making me feel overwhelmed and for not knowing exactly how to respond.

My mother said she was too short, but I was nice and tall, with good hands and pretty eyes—sea-green eyes. That was supposed to keep me strong when I turned twelve and my Fitzgerald genes showed up to the party. I got fat.

My mother never said anything about my weight, but she took me to her Weight Watchers meetings. We logged our food together. And we ate ice cream together, dunking our spoons into the gallon tub of Tin Roof Sundae. My mother and I were clearly, obviously, mother and daughter. And I was clearly, obviously fat, and that was the real truth about me.

A picture of us shows everything that mattered about me the summer before I turned twelve years old, when it was clear I didn’t really take after my father, after all: I am standing in the yard, looking up at my brother, who is crouched like a tiny blond monkey in the crook of a tree. My polo shirt is baby blue and skin tight, stretched over a round mound of a belly and the soft, prepubescent points where my breasts will eventually be. My butt juts out behind me, and I am wearing very small, thin cotton shorts that are banded with white tape along the hems. My legs look like chicken drumsticks.

I am standing there slouching and poochy and round, an S curve, with no self-consciousness whatsoever. I will learn self-consciousness later, since I will be varying degrees of fat from this age on up. It is something that will become incredibly important to me: an awareness of what I look like at every moment, from every angle, as if someone with a camera is behind every corner and tree, shooting from between the bars of a sewer grate or over top of a brick chimney.

That summer I had no idea what it meant that I had started to look so much like my mother. I had no idea that my brother was the lucky one,  skinny—practically scrawny, fearless as he jumped through the trees, fearless for as long as I have known him.

In that picture, I am not a lovely child. I find it hard to look at because I hate that fat little girl for being so stupid as to leave herself vulnerable. There is something raw and painful about her lack of awareness. I envy it. I would never recapture that lack of fear.

In seventh grade, I met the boys in my homeroom who felt they needed to explain to me that I should have been ashamed to go around looking the way I did and thinking it was okay. At first, the knowledge that being fat calls for embarrassment confused me, bewildered me, set me off balance. Years of high school and experiments in trying to hide, in trying to fit in, in trying to stand out, taught me that when you are fat, that is one strike against you. It is a vulnerability that attracts enemies. It is the target toward which anyone can aim confidently and score a direct and palpable hit. A statement of fact was enough to brutalize me: “You’re fat,” spit with a helping of scorn, of disgust, was weapon enough to end any argument, to destroy me.

I wanted to be my invulnerable brother. My skinny, tall brother who looked so much like my father who was always running ahead of me, circling around the park, lapping me again and again.

When he called to tell me he was engaged, I doubled over with the surprise of it. “You’re going to get married!” I said. “You proposed.”

“In the park. We had a picnic, and I proposed to her. I was so nervous.” He laughed his mumbling sort of chuckle. “I spoke so fast. ‘CarrieIreallyloveyouandwanttospendtherestofmylifewithyouwillyoumarryme?’”

“Oh my god!” I said. “I can’t believe it. You proposed! Did you do it on her timeline? When I met her, she said, ‘Ken knows I expect to be married in a year.’ Has it been a year already? Are you on time?” I was always slightly alarmed and amazed by Carrie’s assertiveness, her willingness to explain exactly what she wanted and needed. She was fearless. Unstoppable.

“Oh,” he said, and it was a scoff. “No. I wanted to propose.”

“I know!” I said. “I’m so happy for you guys. I’m so happy. It’s kind of crazy.”

“It’s nuts, isn’t it?” he observed.

“It is. Have you told Mom?”

“Oh. My. God. She said, ‘Ohhhhhhhhh Ken,’ and then she cried for like, twenty minutes. And she said Dad would be looking down from heaven at the wedding.”

“She’s going to be a mess,” I said.

“Yeah. But you know, it’s a wedding.”
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