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            vIf I am inhuman it is because my world has slopped over its human bounds, because to be human seems like a poor, sorry, miserable affair, limited by the senses, restricted by moralities and codes, defined by platitudes.

            — Henry Miller, Tropic of Cancervi
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         I devour myself in delicious painlessness.

         A lake of blood clots around me. All my short life, I’ve defied biology with my flesh. Now, I defy biology with my death.

         The eye fixed on me, binding me to millions—billions—of other eyes, only steels my resolve to see my sacrifice through to the end. At last, I’m not just something to belittle and laugh at; at last, I’m free to relish, savor, eat this morbid fascination right up. I used to live to consume; I used to be seen as nothing but what went into my mouth and got digested in my guts and then was expelled. What identity I had was permanently impermanent. This attention at long last is sweet revenge for so many years as an outcast. Now, I can sear their retinas in turn; now, I can brand their thoughts with the red-hot iron of my ruin. Now, at last, I can have my just deserts for their onslaught of cruelty: I will haunt their nightmares.

         Forgive me for starting this story with its bodily, unpalatable  origins—although  doesn’t  everything  begin  and  end thus? 4

         Everything, after all, is a story of flesh. Everything, in the end, comes down to this: our known yet inherently unknowable roots in our mothers’ wombs.

         Let us begin, then, with the orgasm of living.
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         Who could possibly claim to have unlocked this secret?

         Nine months spent there, and still a realm of utter mystery.

         Still half-formed, yet all is decided there.

         Was there really a shadow at my side for these few months, a sister? Or would she prove to be the first victim of an already-insatiable appetite?

         She apparently made the ultimate sacrifice, bearing the blue mantle of saints so that I might survive. And so she was granted only the time for a breath, an ethereal stroke of my cheek, a prayer to the gods of the living, before passing away and passing along an obsession.

         My mother’s womb has remained a closed book to me.

         What I do know is that I survived: I, the Darwinist.

         While my sister, my double, my unknown, was absorbed into my tissues and my organs, and along with her went all my humanity.
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         Let us turn to the facts.

         After precisely nine months and ten days, those ten days having stretched out as long as the nine months before, my mother gave birth to a pink elephant.

         It weighed twenty-two pounds and eight ounces: hardly an excessive weight for a baby elephant; certainly a record for a baby human. When she delivered, my mother finally gave in to the shock she’d repressed all through her pregnancy, even as her slim body took on gargantuan proportions: she shrieked like a madwoman.

         I was the pink elephant. My body had no trunk nor huge ears, but there was still no squaring it with the word “baby.” Some other term was needed to describe me. As my mother bawled out her lungs, the doctor and the nurses remained speechless, stunned not only by my disproportionate weight but also by my appearance: a Chinese Buddha whose eyes were unmoving, untrusting.

         They were, I am told, in a rush to leave me in my mother’s arms, even though she was, physically and emotionally, struggling more than anyone else there with the reality of my 7utterly singular existence. I think I remember a frustratingly empty room, peopled only by the din of my hunger.

         I imagine a hospital in which these echoes and shrieks reverberated, in which so many people, confronted with the unthinkable—a child too abnormal for anyone to love—simply fled. Maybe I should have been an actual elephant born of woman and made a circus freak, paraded for strangers to peer at with curiosity rather than love. I would have gone viral on the internet, where everyone, drawn to novelty, would have eagerly watched me as I grew.

         I think I remember a tormented gaze, too; that must have been my mother realizing there was no going back now, no way of escaping this reality, or bypassing it, or denying it, no saying, Hold on, this isn’t my baby, there’s been a mix-up, the nurses gave me the wrong one, they all look the same, don’t they, but a mother always knows, and I know this one isn’t mine.

         Actually, babies don’t all look the same: I didn’t look like any of the others. No foisting me on another mother too overwhelmed to notice. She was done for.

         My cumbersome entrance was capped off by what has defined the whole human race: a fall. The day after my birth, my mother, still weak with the throbbing pain of her cesarean section and the horror of this giant baby born from her now-wrecked body, tried to lift me out of the cradle. She hadn’t considered the heft of twenty-two pounds of wriggling flesh, without the least muscle supporting any of it. She leaned down, slid her forearms beneath my swaddled body, hoisted me up. She felt her back strain as she stood back up with me in her arms. Her stitches stretched and snapped. Unable to 8take a step, she staggered and crashed to the ground, her body wrenching painfully to shield me from the fall. (I’ve wondered whether she might have come to regret this instinctive act of protection.)

         She stayed like that awhile, a dying heifer sprawled across the greenish vinyl, while my angry, alert mouth mechanically sought her breast. She fed me, a cow felled by the enormity of her work. Her wound had reopened. The blood flowed alongside her milk. Her innards filled with acid. She sobbed, this woman who never sobbed. I was the undoing of my mother—my strong mother, my beautiful mother, my high-heeled and short-skirted mother, my American, professionally successful mother, who had refused to be cowed by anything and who had been unaware that her womanly body could hold so many traps.

         I think she saw me from then on as the one whose mere existence had sent her to rack and ruin, had thwarted her brilliant ambition to become a warrior queen. She now found herself laid horrifyingly low: greasy hair, flabby belly, night-gown hiked up over now-heavy thighs—the picture of devastation. This woman, in short, had regressed to the role of a child-bearer from that dark age when women were simply wombs, mere envelopes for vaguely desired offspring. She had reverted to a female ruled by her biological clock. Perhaps she ought to have had a hysterectomy, for her own peace of mind—but had she really had such a choice, had she made such a decision with all the cool precision of her ten-year financial projections? No, no, no. She had surrendered to her primal instinct: procreate or die.

         How, then, could she have loved me?

         
             

         

         9In the beginning was a ravenous pink elephant laying claim to its mother’s life and body. I never stopped begging to be fed. I spent my days latched on to her breast. The one thing I had, the one claim I had.

         I was born with no urge but to consume. And as I could not do so on my own, this Sisyphean task became her duty and her burden.

         My poor, wan mother, wizened by her abrupt deflation, ill-prepared for such a burst of fury in her orderly existence, did try to sate me. But nothing was enough. My mouth was a gaping maw. More, more, more, the royal baby screamed, the scarlet-cheeked tyrant, the sumo-legged vanquisher.

         Not an hour went by without my shrieking for her breast. The pace became hellish. As I grew, so she shrank. Dents and crevasses pockmarked her teats. She winced each time my open mouth approached, waited for the pain, tensed as she thought of her poor, swollen nipples, with their blue veins, their pale blotches, their pinkish wounds, their sticky runoff.

         How do cows do it? she wondered. Or, worse, how do dogs and pigs do it, with their litters, all those tiny mouths begging—is that what’s become of me? Why do I have just two teats, then?

         She was convinced I was eating her alive. Maybe she wasn’t entirely wrong.

         She eventually weaned me off, letting her bounty run dry so as to bottle-feed me. She mixed cereal into the formula. To tide me over between meals, she said. The doctor had officially told her not to, but he wasn’t the one who spent his days 10and nights feeding me. So she kept doing it, feeling giddily like a poisoner. To her dismay, my stomach took well to this new diet. She kept on adding cereal to my bottles; I kept on crying for more and growing. She had no way of knowing that her scheme would bear the seeds of its own downfall.

         In the beginning was an unquestioned deity: me. Outside the hospital, people exclaimed upon seeing me in her arms or in my stroller, certain that the baby they were admiring was many months old—not mere days old. And so I was, briefly, a magnificent newborn: the empress of infants. I was dressed in lace and broderie anglaise. My cheeks reddened like spring blossoms in the air. I looked on the world as if it were my kingdom. My gurgling was so close to babbling that nobody suspected a thing.

         The honeymoon proved to be short-lived. Everyone’s soft gazes soon hardened as the magnificent baby with so many rolls and love handles proved to be all unsightly flab. The weight of their disdain bore down on me, and far more so on my mother: after all, I was innocence itself, not having chosen to be born an elephant. My mother turned a deaf ear. She knew instinctively that the battle had been lost from the start and that she would not have the force to withstand my needs. I had no idea that we were enemies—yet I had already won.

         Perpetually interrupted nights can turn the most even-keeled women into hysterical harpies. The weeks went by; I suckled to the sound of her gnashing her teeth and hissing curses. One night, having hit her limit, she gave me a sharp pinch right when I was halfway through my bottle.

         The baby I had been was momentarily puzzled: Should I express my pain with a cry, and thereby let go of the bottle with 11its wonderful rubbery taste? Or should I ignore it so as not to interrupt the practically aphrodisiac flow of sugary milk while my soft skin was assaulted by her nails? In the time it took me to decide, I choked, while the liquid kept on flowing down my throat. I spat up all that I’d swallowed, sobbing, hiccupping, drooling, drowning in the endless tragedy of my short life.

         She slapped my back harder than she should have, but I could tell her harshness came from a fear now gripping her: the realization that the baby elephant would come to arouse such hatred that she would happily crack its skull against a wall, would gladly accept the guilt of such a crime just for that brief reprieve.

         She decided to call in reinforcements. She hired a young au pair, a fairly hardy one who still could barely carry me, only for the woman to leave and not even insist on her final paycheck. Then there came a long line of nannies who couldn’t manage more than a few weeks, or even just a few days, with me.

         I was perfectly good-natured, though. I think I might have been a rather calm baby had I not been so racked by hunger. But the nannies had to get up in the night at the sound of my shrieks while my parents slumbered with ear-plugs in. Each one of them eventually saw the same lure of violence my mother had, and made off before they could commit an unforgivable act. Which just goes to show how little maternal feeling counts for.

         
             

         

         Finally, my mother found the best nanny possible: my father. And she fled.
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         My father. My savior. A smiling, charming genie. His eyes so bright with certainty that no ulterior motive could darken them. The Oberon leaning over my cradle after a long line of witchy crones.

         The only one to see me as something other than a mis-shapen lump.

         The first time, returning from the trip that had kept him from my disastrous birth and plunging into this abyss that had since swallowed up my mother, he stood there as a god fashioned just for me. He smiled. The only one who did. He hardly minded the excess fat that made me flabby and ungainly, barely saw the dimples of frustration that my need for food had dug into my cheeks, scarcely noticed my fitful hands groping for some breast to latch on to or my lips’ incessant sucking motions.

         He crouched down, voicing his admiration and astonishment that such a royal being could have resulted from his union with his wife. My father was a creator. He saw me only as a masterpiece of sorts that he would now strive to perfect. His smile, his delight, so surprised me that I momentarily stopped trying to eat.

         Oh, she’s magnificent! he declared. 13

         My mother stared at him. Earth to this man! How dare he display such happiness, put on that clownish grin that couldn’t fool anyone? Didn’t he see that this baby in fact wasn’t one? She fixed her eyes on the wall and refused to reply.

         He lifted me up effortlessly, sure of his strength. This strength is all yours, he promised me wordlessly. Yours forever.

         He would never go back on those words.

         It’s not his fault if I carry a burden too heavy for me. And this burden will always tarnish the gold of his presence. Such goodness is impossible.

         Then, inexplicably, he told my mother: We have two beautiful daughters.

         My mother clenched her teeth and her fists, banged her head on the wall. Had she been looking our way, I am sure she would have spat in his face. Her blood was boiling. Her torn belly tensed with her fury. That moment may have been when she started to turn her back on us.

         
             

         

         With that, the lie of my dual life, my impossible struggle to resolve myself, began.

         No sooner did I come into being than I began to expand endlessly. I overflowed every space in which life had tried to contain me. I had no limits. I licked my chops at the prospect of coming face-to-face with the sky. Starry-eyed, to say the least.

         And I grew. And I grew.
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         Dad begat a myth.

         As a God the Father, he decided to be fruitful and multiply what had been in my mother’s belly. He chose to saddle me with a disappeared twin. Absorbed within this unfathomable space before my triumphant emergence—yet she clung on and survived, her existence manifest in my heft and my stoutness, in my sheer breadth.

         An other that hovered over me from my murky beginnings, dogged me, and cast a shadow over me, by turns haunting and taunting me, so slyly knit into my very cells that only my father saw her.

         An other drawn to my unsteady pitch and roll, my storm-tossed heave and sway, my hardly buoyant stem and stern. Where I waddled like a duck, she pounced like a cat. My face’s bloated curves were accentuated by the doe-like slenderness of her own. At every turn each day, there she was: capricious, sneering, shifting, glowing. She danced en pointe, strode on a tightrope, even as I nearly fell on my face with each step on unsteady ground.

         By the time I realized what my father had done by binding me to this shadow, it was too late to hold it against him. 15

         His certainty was so absolute that I had to accept his explanation and play along, even though it was no game. I didn’t know that schizophrenia could be foisted on a soul.

         She became a permanent fixture in my life, as if I alone did not suffice, as if there weren’t enough of me, and as if it wouldn’t have been preferable for me to disappear and allow her, my invisible double, my other and my opposite, to take my place. In my world of hunger, she was the stranger I could not shun.

         My father’s attempt to explain my relentless expanding, to offer me some excuse and consolation, was well-intentioned. But he had also instilled in me an awful suspicion: of having devoured my sister in utero and of having come out both fully fed and forever famished. I would now be permanently unsated. He stole part of my humanity and spent the rest of my life trying to restore it to me through his earthly food and his heavenly love.

         Dad. My adorer. My executioner.
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         From that point on, all through my childhood, I replayed this killing endlessly; I recounted this antenatal act excitedly; I embellished it unashamedly. A child’s imagination will never run out of ways to trap a hated figure under ice, or hack it to pieces with a butter knife, or hang it from a lamppost to die.

         Having been convinced that this impossible sister was the reason for my size, I now convinced myself that if only I could be rid of her—this time for good—I would be graced with the elfin proportions of other girls my age.

         But as I grew, her presence became an inescapable shadow, equal parts assuaging and afflicting. An empty yet burdensome voice that I could no longer shake.

         She tried in every way she could to prove to me that she was real. I tried to fence her in with logic; she broke free handily. Of course you can’t understand, she said. You don’t believe that I’m real, she said. But what do you know of the womb and its mysteries, of the egg as it splits, of the cell as it divides? Nobody understands this miracle. I existed. As did you. But you chose to survive. I knew you; I felt you. We were so close that I inhaled the still-liquid breath you exhaled. I never felt alone. Your arms were around me, fused to my 17flesh. We weren’t aware yet of our individuality. We were double from our birth, double and plural, devoted, loving, soothing, rich in our duality, our twinship, our sureness that we would never be alone.

         But you chose the other path. You decided that there wasn’t enough space for us both in our mother’s belly. You wanted to fight. And I wanted to resist and survive. And that is why I’ll always find a way to exist. I won’t admit defeat.

         Our father is right, after all, to believe in me. You think you’re humoring his little white lie, his lofty myth, but you’re actually admitting the truth of your intuition.

         When our conversations—her monologues, really—dragged on, I silenced her by filling my mouth with food. I buried her by stuffing myself.

         I ate and ate, sad and alone.
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         My body was stretching inexorably toward the horizon. Upward motion was beyond its comprehension. My gut, my ass, my thighs—they were all set on reaching the farthest corners of the world. That was their greatest ambition. A feat for me—for others, a devastating failure.

         The point of no return came when I was thirteen and got on the scale only to stare in shock as the numbers sped by. They ran, they raced, they flew: one hundred and twenty, one-forty, one-sixty, one-eighty … When I hit two hundred pounds, I became public property. Two-twenty. Two-forty. Two hundred and sixty. Tantamount to a public execution. On that fateful day, I became a public spectacle; I lost all right to privacy.

         After all, I wasn’t even trying to slow my body’s swelling. I was rubbing my flab in everyone’s face, and I didn’t so much as act ashamed, didn’t so much as consider the faint of heart or soul. Were they really supposed to take that lying down? My mere existence was an affront. I was a monster that ought to have been killed, shut away, smothered in the cradle—but here I was. Living, breathing. I made no excuses nor apologies for myself. I had no chance to put up a fight, hoist a 19shield against the onslaught of violence: bloodthirsty waves washed over me.

         Two hundred and eighty, three hundred. Three hundred and twenty. I stopped counting.

         I’m the love child of the unholy marriage between glut and sloth. I suffer what you refuse to behold but shall all come to suffer: the grotesque spread of superfluity. And what, I ask, is more superfluous than an excess of fat?

         More than the physical sickness, I am the psychical mirror of our time. I’m immoderation made manifest, a terror and a death spiral—yes, I’m not afraid to say as much, not when communication has become mindless blaring, bleating, parroting—I am, after all, part of this ever-growing vacuum. All that’s left of us, of the world of which I’m part, is what is most toxic. When it comes to overabundance, we’ve developed Stockholm syndrome: the mere thought of freedom strikes fear into our hearts. All that’s left for us is to sate our bodily urges, to suckle at the dual teats of gluttony and pornography.

         Our city is a case in point: the barricades and fortifications erected each year make it seem more and more like a medieval fortress, the better to signpost its retreat from the world’s conflicts, battles, ills. Barriers mounted through referenda (say yes to a border wall for the city) and designed to keep out those unseen beings who cast a shadow on the slopes of our lives. Being so closed-in, however, means we are alone with our paranoia. Everyone lives forever afraid of an impending end that they forever expect, that media outlets forever trumpet. It might even be preferable for that end to come once and for all, rather than for us to suffer this relentless 20drumbeat of threats, crises, and catastrophes that eventually fade into the unnervingly quiet dream of a sleeping monster.

         With each passing day, we act as if all were for the best, we listen to the latest news without really hearing, we read about the worst without really understanding, and yet our appetite for information only increases. As for those my age, they just fixate on their own childish chatter, mesmerized by their own ever-multiplying image—a drunken, self-absorbed trance—or they come alive in bloody gang fights that give them some feeling of power in this place where they have none. Sound and fury, leading nowhere, signifying nothing. Laughs, scowls, pouts: a permanent display of uselessness so total as to become their very essence. Everyone has become the star of their own show, everyone gorging on their self-importance, on their unbearable complacency: the mirror of my generation.

         The only time they ever came together was to attack me. I was their common enemy. When they saw me, they stopped feeling so crappy, so stupid, so unlucky. I was an excuse for their cruelty. I was their prey. I knew I was stronger than them, but anytime we faced off, I crumpled at the least blow.

         Jeering at me, tripping me up, rushing at me. Delighted rage surrounded me. I was in solitary confinement within my body. The waves I made became tsunamis. All I wanted was for the earth to open up so I could disappear, but I was sadly far too visible, far too massive to vanish so easily.
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         The year I turned fifteen, rather than suffer Sports Day, the day their jeers would be at their worst, I locked myself in the bathroom so I could become, actually become, what they’d always said I was: shit.

         It wouldn’t be hard. Everyone already called me that. All I had to do was convince myself that the transformation had in fact occurred.

         I debated about what sort of excretion I’d be: fat (of course), dark brown like my own thoughts, not too stinky but just a little, the sort that fought the flush over and over before finally giving in and drowning. Floating back up like a bobbing cork after every rainstorm, staring at me and saying: Don’t shoo me away, I’m yours, I’m part of you. I’m your personal rot that’s gone through your body, that’s followed the path of your guts, that’s sucked up all your poison so you can go on living. And now you’re abandoning me?

         Of course I didn’t listen to it. I was trying to get rid of it—and myself in the bargain. It would have been so nice to disappear with no trace apart from that mocking, unsinkable boat, but I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving behind such filth for the next person to find and turn into yet another 22taunt and gripe trailing me like a too-tight scarf twisting in the wind.

         So I waited for the toilet bowl to refill, slowly, with its dour gurgling, and I sweated, and I ran through all my options, and I ended up sitting back down, frozen, on the seat warmed by my body, staring at those gritty walls, these moldy corners, this sticky floor, this suffocating fear.

         It would have been so much easier to be this small, floating, short-lived, and soon-gone clod with its well-defined purpose, so useful and unquestionable, rather than the dripping tub of fat overlooking it, racked by tears and a despair too great ever to be overcome—the Annapurna of sorrow.

         The stall closed in around me, my last bastion when I had no way out, the most secret hole I could hide in, as the school thrummed with its usual hustle and bustle. The rushed pace—tap, tap, tap, tap—of students racing from one class to the next, the slower footfall of teachers, heavy with certainty, the whoosh and squawk of girls sucked into the air pocket of anguish, the sharp call of a hall monitor slicing through the corridor like a steel blade. All this noise played out around me as, freed of all obligation and responsibility, I floated in murky water and peaceful darkness.

         I wouldn’t come out that day, not until my father came and broke down the door.

         
             

         

         As I waited, in the distance came that horrific melody: “The Bridge on the River Kwai.”

         Every year, “The Bridge on the River Kwai” heralded Sports Day. All the city’s elementary schools, middle schools, 23and high schools took part. In the huge stadium that was the city’s pride and joy, thousands of children teemed like lice.

         Their shrieks made eardrums shudder—an onslaught of sheer unbridled excitement. They were gathered in groups, baying for blood. The day would turn them feral; their frenzy would grow more and more manic. As the day went on, they’d get so worked up that their faces would turn crayfish red or even purple; their hair would be deranged; their bodies would stink, would shake with tribal fury.

         As the games began, all my school’s students would march out to that same tune of “The Bridge on the River Kwai.”

         In rows, in lockstep, in procession. Under the sun, under everyone’s eyes. And I should have been there as well, as I’d been every year. The one everyone would pick out right away amid all these identical fledglings. The one utterly out of the ordinary, beyond the pale, beggaring their belief.

         The massive child paraded before thousands of eyes that, in her head, became millions of rifle barrels aimed at her. Even the sun would shine a spotlight on her head, a pointed finger telling the entire stadium: Here she is, it’s her.

         I’m the biblical ram caught in the thicket. The Aztec human sacrifice. The bubonic plague rat. The nocturnal scourge spreading across the world.

         The path around the stadium was so long that I could not imagine its end; I could imagine only my slaughter. I was wending my way alone to the Tarpeian Rock, walking to my gallows.

         And, every time, I would hold my breath for the first whistle that set off the booing.

         As I waddled, the whistling would grow and grow until it 24became a storm of needles stabbing my flesh. The air would become incandescent. My skin would turn fiery red. I would feel like an inflated bladder, but unlucky enough not to be made of such material—if I were, a mere pinprick would have deflated me and I could have vanished, in relief, in a gust of air. No, I was simply a fattened pig, mired in its own mud, a Michelin Woman that had dropped the smiling lips and bald head but kept all the spare tires, a body so thoroughly wrapped in lard that it was more roast than human.

         Less poetically: the fattest kid they had ever seen. A girl—wait, is that lump lurching across the Astroturf, that sorry heap that’s going to reach astronomical proportions in a matter of years, really a girl?—with a body stuffed like sausage meat into a shapeless tracksuit casing, her arms permanently sticking out from her body, a neck buried under multiple chins, a huge belly like a sumo wrestler’s, a pair of knees scrunched up like worn-out stockings … there would never be any shortage of images to illustrate my misshapenness, let alone words to pillory my misery.
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