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You think I eat a lot now? That’s nothing. Tune in December 31st, when I will stream a live webcast of my last meal. Death row inmates get one. Why shouldn’t I? I can’t take another year in this fat suit, but I can end this year with a bang. If you can stomach it, you’re invited to watch . . . as I eat myself to death.


– Butter





Most people would say the website is where this wild ride began. But for me it started two days earlier, on a Tuesday night in front of the TV in my living room. I was watching the news, because that’s what my mom had on when she got up to make dinner, and she left the remote all the way across the room on the entertainment centre, right next to the TV.


Why do people do that – put the remote by the TV? What’s the point? She probably did it to force me to get up and get some exercise, as if a couple steps across the room would make any difference.


Anyway, there was this story on the news about airlines charging obese people for two aeroplane seats.


Look, I get it. It sucks to be next to the fat guy on the plane. Maybe he’s taking up too much of your armrest or crowding you into the window, but trust me, nobody’s more uncomfortable than that guy, having to squish into that tiny seat and knowing nobody wants to sit next to him. The humiliation is payment enough, let alone an extra charge.


This chick with one of the airlines was in the story, saying the double billing would start January 1 and trying to play it off like it was for the beneﬁt of the big people, like they’d be more comfortable with two seats and it was only fair to charge them. Well, I call bullshit on that, lady. I knew there was nothing – including cramming my ass into one of those itty-bitty lame excuses for an airline seat – nothing worse than being the guy taking up two seats so everyone on the plane sees you and thinks, ‘Oh! So that’s how big you have to be to pay double.’ No thanks.


I was getting riled up watching the story, when I looked down and remembered two airline seats were the least of my worries. Right then, I was taking up two cushions on the couch.


My eyes slid from the cushions to the coffee table. An empty candy dish with crumbles of peanut M&Ms, a half-melted tub of ice cream, and a bag of Doritos were just a few of the spoils before me.


A single Dorito was balanced precariously on the edge of the bag. I rescued it before it fell out and transferred it to my mouth. The ﬂavours exploded over my tongue – salty, sweet, spicy – everything I liked all rolled into one. God, I love Doritos. As an added bonus, the crunch ﬁlled my ears, drowning out the sound of the hated story. But as soon as I swallowed, I heard the ﬁnal line, delivered by some traveller at the airport – a girl so anorexic thin and bleach blonde, she could have easily been one of my classmates at Scottsdale High.


‘Yeah, I think it’s fair!’ She popped her gum. ‘Why should the rest of us have to share the seats we paid for with people who can’t lay off the snacks before dinner?’


I froze with a meatball sub halfway to my mouth. Damn! Can’t a guy enjoy a little sandwich in his own living room without feeling like he’s being judged? But it was too late to be defensive. Suddenly that sub didn’t look good at all, and the smell of it made me sick. In fact, everything in front of me instantly looked revolting. I hated every brightly coloured candy, every salt-coated crisp.


I quickly scooped it all off the table and picked up the titbits that had slipped between the sofa cushions. I’d experienced this before, these waves of resolve. They never lasted and usually ended in an epic binge. But when they came on, they came on powerful, and I was convinced I’d never eat another bite.


I padded out to the kitchen with my armload of snacks and dropped everything in the trash without a word to my mother, who had her back to me, humming away at the stove. Then I headed to my room to wrap my lips around the only thing that tasted good during one of these episodes – my saxophone.
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I lost myself in a melody for about twenty minutes before I got winded. Sometimes just standing too long wore me out, and the way I moved when I played was more exercise than my body could handle these days.


‘That’s beautiful, baby.’


My mom was in the doorway, leaning against the frame with that dreamy expression she always gets when I blow. I stopped abruptly and lowered the sax to punish her for sneaking up on me, something I’d told her repeatedly to knock off.


‘What is that tune? Is that something new?’


‘No, Ma, it’s “Parker’s Mood”. You’ve heard me play it a hundred times.’


‘Mmm. You do like your Charlie Parker.’


‘Yeah, I guess.’


‘Well, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just wanted to tell you dinner’s in about ten minutes.’


‘I’m not hungry.’


Mom’s mouth twitched in a sad smile, but she didn’t say anything. Somewhere around the time I turned eleven, she’d stopped talking to me about food or exercise or anything to do with my weight. And the bigger I grew, the more she pretended not to see it. I used to think she was embarrassed by me, but I eventually ﬁgured she just felt guilty – like she was a bad mother for letting me get so big.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘We’ll start without you.’ She moved to leave, then turned back with one hand on the doorjamb and that sad smile still plastered on her face. ‘Really, baby . . . just beautiful.’


I cringed. I hated it when she called me baby. I was sixteen years old and a hell of a lot bigger than a baby. But it was better than Butter, which is what all the kids at school called me. I loathed that nickname, but at least most of them had forgotten how I earned it.


I lifted the sax to my lips to start again, but the movement made me feel tired, so I returned the instrument to its cradle. I didn’t need the practise anyway. I was no child prodigy or anything, but I’d picked up my ﬁrst sax when I was eight years old and hadn’t missed a single day playing it since. Pathetic. Nothing better to do than sit at home alone playing music.


Of course, that wasn’t entirely the case. There was one other nightly distraction.


I switched on my laptop and settled into the extra-large armchair next to my bed. I logged on to the Internet under my handle ‘SaxMan’ and held my breath, waiting to see if she was online.


She was. My friends list popped up on the right-hand side of the screen – a few kids from fat camp, a couple brass players I used to jam with . . . and Anna. Perfect, sweet, sexy Anna.


I had stalked Anna online for months before I ﬁnally got up the courage to send her a message. I contacted her through one of the few social media sites that didn’t demand photos, and of course, I didn’t tell her who I was. Hey, I’m that guy with the specially built oversize desk in the back of your composition class! Want to chat? Yeah, right.


I told Anna I went to private school and that I wholeheartedly agreed with her posts about the band RatsKill being so over. She’d loved that. And now, three months later, I was pretty sure Anna loved me. Even now, it was like she’d been online just waiting for me to show up. The second I signed on, a message popped up from Anna.




Hey handsome! What are you up to?





I smiled. I loved that Anna didn’t use lame shorthand or smiley faces to communicate. But my grin didn’t last. ‘Handsome.’ Right. There was no way she could know that. I’d certainly never sent her a picture, and I refused to send her a fake photo, because I just couldn’t lie that blatantly to her. And truthfully, I didn’t want her falling in love with some other guy’s mug. She had asked me for a picture over and over again, but I’d ﬁnally convinced her the mystery was more romantic.




Hey beautiful. I just got done playing your song.





Okay, that wasn’t true, but even when I was playing Charlie Parker, Anna’s song was always running through the back of my mind. It was a careful, sultry solo I’d come up with after an all-night Internet session with Anna – the only song I’d ever written myself. Anna was over the moon when I sent her a recording of me playing it.




Aw! You know I fall asleep listening to that every night, right?





My grin returned.




I know.







When am I going to hear you play it in person?





Anna was getting increasingly pushy about meeting up ‘in real life’, but that obviously wasn’t an option – not yet, anyway. I just needed to lose some weight – okay, a lot of weight – before I revealed my true identity.




Soon babe. Very soon.





God, I could not stop lying to her tonight. Soon? Who was I kidding? When I ﬁrst started chatting with Anna, I had delusions of shedding enough pounds to tell her who I was in just a matter of months. But Doc Bean convinced me it would take years to get down to a normal size. He was always preaching the value of patience. Well, patience was something I didn’t have. In fact, the news that I had years of hard work ahead of me had sent me into a binge, and in the three months since I’d been talking to Anna, I’d put on another nine pounds.


I stared at the laptop screen, waiting for Anna’s response. I knew her silence meant she was pouting. She wanted something more speciﬁc than ‘soon’. Oh well, what did I have to lose? At this rate, I would never tell her who I was anyway. What’s one more lie tonight? I placed my ﬁngers on the keyboard.




New Year’s Eve.





Her response was almost instantaneous.




But that’s a month away!







It’ll be here sooner than you think.





I waited while she thought it over. Finally, she responded.




I guess a New Year’s meeting is pretty romantic.





I smiled at the thought, imagining the moment – locking eyes with Anna across the room of a crowded New Year’s Eve party, approaching her with a bundle of two dozen roses while a twelve-piece band begins to play her song – a moment that would never happen.


An ache ﬁlled my chest, and I knew I had to end the conversation before I told any more lies.




Okay babe, I just signed on to say hi. I gotta run.





I waited long enough to see her signature signoff –  




Okay, sweet dreams!





 – then closed the laptop. The ache in my chest threatened to rise up as a lump in my throat and turn into tears. I forced it down, trying to shove the knot into my stomach. That’s when I realised I was hungry.


I tossed my laptop aside and headed down to dinner. Like I said, the resolve never lasted.
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Breakfast the next morning was the usual fare: egg-white omelettes and turkey sausage for Mom and Dad; pecan wafﬂes, Canadian bacon, and poached eggs for me. No syrup for the wafﬂes this morning, though. I didn’t ask why because I could guess the answer. Mom was trying to sneak the sugar out of my diet again.


When it came to feeding me, Mom bounced between wholegrain and whole fat, vegetables and cupcakes, hope and resignation, the way I bounced between bingeing and purging.


I shovelled the dry wafﬂes into my mouth and tried to catch my dad’s attention over his newspaper. ‘What’s the word, Dad? Anything interesting in there?’ I poked the back of his paper.


Dad directed the answer at Mom. ‘The Cardinals are never going back to the Super Bowl if they keep playing like this.’


Mom, who could not have been less interested in sports, merely hummed.


I tried again. ‘Do they have anything about the jazz fest in there? They’re supposed to announce the line-up this week.’


Dad grumbled something to himself about preferring the Beatles and lifted his paper higher in front of his face.


Mom may have stopped talking to me about my weight, but around the time I tipped over four hundred pounds, Dad stopped talking to me altogether.


Growing up, he said my big frame was built for playing football. When I started growing out, he just didn’t know what to do with me. He tried to get me into the gym, shove his nasty egg-white omelettes down my throat, and tell me I wasn’t a lost cause. But all that led to was a bunch of shouting matches.


I was actually pretty relieved when I hit four hundred pounds and he ﬁnally just shut the fuck up.


I still tried to talk to him at breakfast sometimes, though, just to see if I could trip him up and get him to say something directly to me. It was a little game I liked to play.


I ﬁnished my plate and stood up to kiss Mom on the cheek. She handed me my backpack and waved me out the door, humming under her breath, as always. I smiled. I bet she had no idea the song she was humming was ‘Parker’s Mood’.




*





Ten minutes later, I parked my BMW in a handicapped spot in the school parking lot. Yeah, BMW – my BMW. I know. Poor little rich kid. Maybe he’s big, but at least he drives a Beemer.


And look, if I lived anywhere else, I’d agree, but where I’m from – Scottsdale, Arizona – seeing a teenager driving a BMW is about as common as seeing a one-armed cactus. We’re everywhere.


When I got my driver’s licence sophomore year, I got called down to the school nurse’s ofﬁce, where they gave me something I didn’t ask for – a handicapped sticker for my car. Apparently, my mom had requested it. I didn’t even think to be embarrassed or offended. I just remember thinking there was no way I would tarnish the Beemer with that ugly blue sticker, so I refused to park in the handicapped spots.


That only lasted through a few episodes of me running late for school and having to park at the far end of the lot and huff and puff half a mile to the building. One time I nearly collapsed right there in the parking lot. That was almost twenty pounds ago. So junior year I started using the spots.


The stall I always picked was right on the edge of the student lot where it spilled over into the faculty lot, so the ﬁrst person to greet me when I got out of my car was the Professor. Professor Dunn, that is, but everyone just called him ‘the Professor’, because if you spread out his credentials, side by side, they would stretch around the world twice or something like that.


The guy had played with the Boston, Philadelphia, and New York Symphonies, among others. He had the highest degrees from Juilliard and honorary degrees from every other impressive musical school you could imagine. But he’d come back to his roots in Arizona to settle into semi-retirement as the Scottsdale High band director. I wondered if he’d gotten more grey hairs from his years of performing or from the teenagers he now taught.


He waved. ‘Morning, Butter!’


He was the only teacher who called me Butter, and I didn’t mind it coming from him. I think he suspected how I really got the name, but he always told people it was because I made the alto sax sound as smooth as butter.


‘You pick your classes for next semester yet?’ he asked, falling into step with me.


‘Everything but those electives. I’m still trying to decide between underwater basket weaving and leprechaun hunting.’ I grinned. I knew exactly which elective the Professor wanted me to take, but I had to have a little fun with him ﬁrst.


‘If only your comedy were as impressive as your music.’ The Professor sighed. ‘At least the comedy you are willing to share.’


‘Hey! You make it sound like I’m being selﬁsh. I told you, Prof, I’ll come jam with you and your Brass Boys anytime. But the school band? That’s just not my style.’


Mom had forced me to join band freshman year. Both she and the Professor acted like it was the sinking of the Titanic when I dropped out after one semester. I think the Professor started letting me crash Brass Boys rehearsals in hopes of luring me back in, but all it did was introduce me to jazz and cement my decision that school band was not for me.


We reached the east entrance to the school, the one the teachers used, and the Professor stopped with his hand on the door. ‘I only ask that you think about it, Butter. You could help me make the selections; we could pull some solos you like. Maybe a little Charlie Parker, huh?’ He nudged me, then opened the door with a wink. ‘After you, big guy.’
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First period. Composition. Anna.


I loved that my day started out with a perfect view of her long, straight blonde hair and her lean tan legs. That day she was crossing and uncrossing those legs impatiently. She kept tapping her pen on the edge of her desk and glancing up at the clock. What’s the hurry? School’s just begun. I was so focused on Anna and wondering what had her so pent up, I didn’t even hear the teacher call on me.


‘Huh?’


The teacher repeated the question with more patience than she would have offered any other student. Teachers pitied me and apparently thought I had enough to worry about without getting in trouble at school. I answered automatically – and correctly. I was practically a straight-A student; I aced everything but maths. That kept the teachers off my back too.


I wanted to follow Anna after class, but whatever was on her mind caused her to put on her running shoes. She bolted out the door the second the teacher dismissed us, and I just couldn’t keep up with her in the hallway. Besides, I felt like a stalker. It’s not like Anna and I had ever talked in person, so I couldn’t very well ask what was wrong. I sucked it up, deciding I could make it through algebra and chemistry before seeing Anna again at lunch.


No classes ever passed so slowly. By the end of two hours, I had algebraic proofs in my chem lab book and chemical equations doodled all over my algebra spiral. I couldn’t have cared less. At eleven-thirty, both notebooks tucked securely in my backpack, I trudged off to the cafeteria.


She should have been hard to spot. The Scottsdale High cafeteria was a sea of tall, tanned, and blonde. But I could always pick Anna out of a crowd. Her smile stuck out among the faces of other girls trying hard to look bored or annoyed. And her genuine laugh sounded like a melody while other girls’ cackles struck sour notes. She was as fake blonde and fake tanned as the rest of them, but something real still shone through.


I scanned the pale bobbing heads of giggling girls clustered at tables and knew in an instant Anna wasn’t there. I felt an irrational surge of anger at her, like we’d had a lunch date and she’d stood me up.


Or maybe she was just late, I reasoned. With that thought as comfort, I began skirting the cafeteria, headed for my usual table at the back. Most of the tables in the cafeteria were round, surrounded by slim plastic chairs that made those airline seats look downright roomy. But in the back there were a few large rectangular tables with freestanding benches you could pull out as far as you liked.


One table was empty, left open for me as usual. I used to be certain someone would play a trick on me, like ﬁll up my table with a bunch of kids and force me to sit in one of those fragile plastic chairs, but no one ever did.


I was rarely picked on at school. At a whopping 423 pounds, I was just that pathetic – that pitiful. Most people couldn’t bring themselves to be cruel to me . . . at least, not any more. Sometimes I felt sorry for the kids who were just fat enough to be targets but not big enough for anyone to feel bad about taking aim. I sat with some of them freshman year, with all the outcasts – the overweight students, the ones with acne, the kids who wore the wrong clothes. We mostly ate in silence. Just because we were all victims didn’t mean we had anything else in common. I really didn’t mind when I outgrew their table.


I pulled out my bench and settled in, digging into my backpack for the soft-sided cooler at the bottom. Mom had stuffed it with all my cold favourites. I think she somehow knew I couldn’t stomach standing in the hot-food lunch line, with everyone watching to see what I’d pile on my tray. Cold pizza, Canadian bacon from that morning turned into sandwiches on little rolls, a thick slab of turkey from Thanksgiving the week before – I sniffed it: it smelled okay – fried rice, two cans of Coke, and a prepackaged cup of . . .  sugar-free Jell-O? Okay, Mom, whatever. I tossed it aside.


Once the cooler was empty, I scanned the cafeteria one more time. Still no sign of Anna. Then I dug into my spread and tried not to watch people watching me.
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‘I’m here to see Dr Bean.’


‘Who?’


‘Doc-tor Beeean.’


The receptionist pulled her wire glasses to the tip of her nose and eyed me over the top rims. ‘I’m afraid there is no Dr “Bean” at this surgery.’


I rolled my eyes and jammed my ﬁnger on a pile of business cards with my doctor’s name blazoned across the top. ‘This guy.’


The receptionist made a show of pulling a card off the stack and studying it. ‘Ahh! Dr Bandyopadhyay. Yes, just sign in here.’ She shoved a clipboard at me and turned away. I thought I saw a private smirk hit her lips before she spun all the way out of sight. She knew exactly who I was. I’d been coming to see Dr Bean – excuse me, Dr Bandyopadhyay – for years, and lately I’d been in every two weeks.


See, that’s another awesome side effect of being 423 pounds: type 2 diabetes. The bigger I got, the harder it was to control my blood sugar. When it got really out of whack, I’d hit one of these spurts when I’d have to see the doc every other week.


I didn’t mind so much. Doc Bean was the coolest dude I knew, next to the Professor. He spent more time asking me about girls than he did about how I was feeling. It got on Mom’s nerves sometimes, but she always said Bean was the best, so she put up with his quirks. We had a lot more fun when my mom wasn’t around, so I looked forward to the appointments when she wasn’t there.


This wasn’t one of those. Mom stepped into the lobby just as I ﬁnished signing in.


‘Hey, Ma.’


‘Hi, baby. Sorry I’m late.’


She wasn’t late. Mom was never late for anything. She just wasn’t ten minutes early, and to Mom, that was late.


‘I just got here,’ I told her.


I settled into an overstuffed leather couch while my mom poured herself some coffee from a side table. A big-screen TV was tuned in to a medical network, while faux ﬂames burned blue in a big stone ﬁreplace. Expensive doctor equalled fancy-schmancy surgery; another reason I didn’t mind my appointments with Doc Bean. We hadn’t waited long before a nurse appeared at the side of the couch.


‘Ready?’ she asked quietly. I always liked that they didn’t shout your name from a doorway like at other doctors’ surgeries.


‘We’re ready,’ Mom answered for both of us.


Mercifully, the nurse led us past the scale where most doctor visits began and straight to a treatment room. We manned our usual posts, me leaning against the patient’s table and Mom tucking into a chair by the door.


‘How was your day?’ she asked me.


Boring, stressful. The girl I love disappeared after ﬁrst period, and I didn’t see her again until after school, when she was surrounded as usual by a team of plastic Barbies and meat-headed Ken dolls who totally blocked my view of her perfect face. Oh, and everyone stared at me when I showed up at gym class, which I had to do because my health teacher was out sick again, and instead of getting a substitute, they just sent us all to PE. Seriously, they should ﬁre that woman. What kind of health teacher is sick three times a month?


I shrugged. ‘Fine.’


Her cheek twitched, and she looked down at her hands. I knew she wanted more than just ﬁne.


‘The Professor is pressuring me to take band as an elective next semester.’


Mom lit up at the idea. ‘Oh, you should take band. Dad and I always loved coming to your recitals.’


I wasn’t sure Dad loved anything of the sort.


‘And we’d love to hear you play for a crowd again. You never play anywhere but your room anymore.’


That’s what you think, Ma.


‘And Professor Dunn just adores you. I bet he’d give you all kinds of solos.’


She had me there.


But I didn’t want solos. I didn’t want to play in public at all, let alone under a spotlight. It didn’t matter if people loved my music. All they would see is how winded I got afterwards, how much I struggled just to get from the front of the stage back to my chair. Then they’d all leave saying, ‘Man, what a waste. That big kid can blow, but imagine what he could have become if he hadn’t gotten so big and lost all his lung capacity.’


Or something like that. No thanks.


I didn’t have to protest to Mom, thanks to my doctor’s perfect timing. He swung open the door with his usual exuberance and bounced around the room, shaking our hands and saying hello in his thick accent that reminded me of the slushy guy from The Simpsons.


‘Dr Bandyopadhyay,’ I said with a formal nod.


‘What’s this?’ he asked. ‘Since when do you call me Bandyopadhyay?’


‘Since the receptionist told me there’s no Doc Bean here.’


Bean laughed and smacked his thigh with the hand that wasn’t clutching my huge medical ﬁle. ‘When you are here, my friend, there is always a Doc Bean on call.’


He was still chuckling as he perched on a stool and prepared to test my blood sugar. I laughed with him, grateful to have such a laid-back doctor – and not just because I could barely pronounce his last name and he let me call him a legume instead, but because he made everything seem not so serious.


‘How are you feeling today?’ He pricked my ﬁnger with a tiny needle, then used a glucometer to suck up the drop of blood he’d drawn.


‘Well, that stung a bit, but otherwise I feel pretty good.’ I winked.


My mom cleared her throat, a subtle cue.


‘Okay, I’ve been a little tired the last few days,’ I admitted.


Doc Bean nodded but didn’t say anything. He checked the digital results on his gadget – much fancier than the one we had at home. ‘Hmm. Still a little high, but—’


‘We’ve been cutting out sugar!’ Mom blurted, then sank down in her chair and turned pink. Mom was not one to blurt.


Doc Bean laughed. ‘Oh yes, Mom.’ I loved it when Bean called her ‘Mom’. ‘I’m sure the diet is on track. Good carbs and lots of veggies and protein.’


I thought back to breakfast that morning and saw Mom sink further down in her chair.


‘We’re not in a danger zone just yet. We should focus less on these levels –’ he waved at the glucometer – ‘and more on these levels.’ He plucked a weight chart from my ﬁle and studied it. ‘I see we’ve gained some since school began, yes?’


‘Yes,’ I mumbled.


Bean placed a hand on my arm. ‘Sometimes we step back before we step forward. But you must be careful about your diet. If you lose weight, your blood sugar and all the rest will follow.’


Then he plugged a stethoscope into his ears and set to work listening to my heart and lungs.


‘Doc.’ I interrupted his listening.


‘Hmm?’


‘I just want to be able to play the sax without getting tired.’


Bean chuckled. ‘Oh yes, the ladies love the music. And is there someone you want to serenade?’


I grinned. Mom shifted in her chair.


‘Well, maybe once I lose some of this.’ I gripped one of my front tyres with my hand and gave it a shake. That sent the doc into a fresh ﬁt of laughter. He pulled the stethoscope from his ears and once again pounded his thigh with a free hand.


‘Your humour and your music will blind a good woman to that, but we do want to see a drop on the scale – for you, you understand? First we love ourselves; then we love the ladies, yes?’


‘Yes,’ I grumbled.


‘Patience is a virtue, remember? The weight will come off. We have time yet.’


Sure we had time, but the message was clear: somewhere a clock was ticking down. I sneaked a peek at Mom out of the corner of my eye. She was stone-faced. I wondered if she could hear the tick-tock – the countdown to my inevitable death of a heart attack or worse. I couldn’t hear it. Yeah, I felt tired a lot, but I certainly didn’t feel like I was in any danger of falling down dead.


That thought made me inexplicably depressed. I hated thinking about death – not because I was afraid of it, but because, for some reason, every time I did, I felt this strange wave of sadness that death was actually so far off. Sometimes I wished it would just hurry up and get here.


Morbid.


‘I think one more check-up in two weeks.’ Doc Bean’s voice brought me back to the room. ‘Then we should be able to go back to every three months, as long as you promise not to overdo it during the holidays.’


‘I promise, Doc,’ I said, standing up to shake his hand.


‘No! Like the kids do!’ he insisted. He rolled his hand into a ﬁst and held it up to knock knuckles with me. I obliged, laughing.


‘Then you blow it up, Doc!’ I showed him, bumping his ﬁst with mine, then stretching my ﬁngers out fast like the ﬁst was a bomb going off.


‘Blow it up!’ Doc Bean howled. He was still laughing as he shook my mom’s hand and waved us out the door to the checkout desk.
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Mom and I were halfway to the exit when I spotted a familiar face in the lobby.


‘Tucker!’ I called.


The face spun toward me, and I realised something was off. The features were as I remembered – wide eyes, thin lips, a dash of freckles – but the cheeks were less full, and this face clearly had one chin, not two. I staggered backwards a step as Tucker stood up.


‘Holy shit, man!’


‘Hey! Language!’ Mom snapped, darting her eyes around the room to see how many people might have heard my slip.


‘Sorry. Ma, remember Tucker from FitFab?’


FitFab – a.k.a. fat farm – was the shorthand for ‘Fit and Fabulous’, the summer camp I shipped off to each year for two months of tiny portions and torturous hikes. Tucker had been my bunkmate every summer for three years, but looking at him now I wondered if I’d be getting a new roomie next summer.


He looked almost thin.


‘Tucker! I didn’t even recognise you!’ My mom stretched out her arms for a hug. ‘Look at you. You look amazing.’


Tucker raised his skinny arms to meet my mom’s. Okay, maybe they weren’t skinny, but they were definitely too lean to qualify for the fat farm.


‘Tuck, what the hell—’ I glanced at my mom. ‘Sorry. Tuck, what happened? You look like you’ve lost a hundred pounds!’


‘Fifty-six.’ He puffed up his chest. ‘It’d be more, but the doctor says I’m gaining muscle weight.’


‘Well . . . just – congratulations, Tuck!’


I meant it. Or at least I tried to mean it; I really did. They always taught us at FitFab to support one another’s weight loss and that jealousy could cause both you and the person you envy negative feelings that led to overeating. But standing there in the lobby of Doc Bean’s ofﬁce, staring at Tucker, the word ‘congratulations’ tasted like acid on my tongue. Tuck and I were a team. He never weighed anything near what I weighed, but still – we were supposed to gain and lose together. And here he was standing in front of me all of what? Two hundred pounds? And that grin on his face. He didn’t even feel bad about it!


I guessed this was why I hadn’t heard from Tucker in a while. We often lost touch during the school year; we’d tried a few times over the years to hang out, but I could sense how out of place he felt in my Scottsdale neighbourhood, and to tell the truth, I didn’t like parking the Beemer in his Phoenix  ’hood. Still, we kept in touch online, and while I barely noticed anyone on my friends list other than Anna, it occurred to me now that Tuck’s name hadn’t popped up in a while.


‘Fifty-six pounds! Really? How wonderful!’ Mom crooned.


Tucker shifted from foot to foot. ‘Yeah, well, thanks.’ He looked up at me, right at my face, careful not to look below my neck. I knew that move. ‘What about you, Butter? You losing any . . . um, you sticking to the diet?’


‘Does it look like I’m sticking to the diet?’ I rolled my eyes and gestured with my hands, forcing Tucker to follow their movement down my body. Normally that kind of sarcasm would give Tuck a laugh, but he only shufﬂed his feet more.


‘Well, keep working at it,’ he said, sounding like a FitFab counsellor. ‘You just have to ﬁnd what works for you.’


‘Uh, yeah.’ I pulled a face. ‘I’ll do that.’


‘Tucker Smith?’ The quiet nurse was suddenly next to us. ‘Are you ready?’


‘Ready,’ he conﬁrmed. ‘Later, Butter.’ He didn’t even look at me as he said these parting words, ‘Good luck.’


Good luck? Fuck you, dude.


I turned to Mom. ‘Can we go?’


‘I didn’t know your friend Tucker came to this ofﬁce.’ It was like she didn’t even hear me.


‘Yeah, he sees Doc Bean too.’


‘He does?’


‘Yes, he – Ma, I told you all this. That’s why we bunked together in the ﬁrst place – same doc, both from the valley.’


‘You did?’


‘Yes. Look, can we go please?’


My mom had been staring thoughtfully after Tucker; now she came to and heard the urgency in my voice. She wrapped a frail arm around my thick shoulders. ‘Of course, baby, let’s go.’
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I pigged out at dinner. I mean pigged out.


It was like I was determined to eat as many pounds as Tucker had lost. Normally, after an appointment with Doc Bean, Mom would subtly try to serve me smaller portions or force more vegetables onto my plate. I wasn’t having it that night. I loaded my own plate with mashed potatoes and pot roast, and when I went back for seconds, I even skimmed off the fat that had congealed on the roasting pan juice and spread it over my potatoes.


If Mom noticed, she didn’t say anything. She only hummed, as usual. Dad tried to pretend neither I nor my plate existed, but by my third helping, he looked physically ill and excused himself from the table.


I knew Mom had whipped up some sort of cake, but I wasn’t going to touch it. I had already seen the box in the trash can – ‘no sugar added’. Well, cake, then you don’t need to be added to my meal. I don’t know if Mom caught my mood or if she just couldn’t bear to watch me eat any more, but she didn’t even take the cake out of the fridge.


When she kissed me on the head and hummed her way out of the kitchen, I dropped my fork at last. The food didn’t taste as good without an audience. If I had to be the one to carry the weight, it was only fair that they be forced to watch.


So it was just me, a pile of dirty dishes, and a dining table covered in crumbs and splattered juice. The suddenly nauseating smell of pot roast overwhelmed me. I fought the urge to puke. That’s right, I fought it. I was a binge eater, not a bulimic. That shit is for girls.


Okay, that’s not entirely true. Lots of guys at FitFab were purgers. But if there was a fat-camp hierarchy, let’s just say those guys were at the bottom. Sorry if that’s not PC; that’s just how it was.


After dinner, I shut myself up in my room and attended to my usual routine – homework, insulin shot, a few songs on the sax – then I settled in at my laptop to wait for Anna. Unlike at lunch that day, she didn’t keep me waiting long.




What’s up stud mufﬁn?





My bitterness over her cafeteria absence evaporated.




Stud mufﬁn huh?





I imagined her tinkling laugh at the other end of the connection.




I’m in a silly mood I guess.







How was your day?





I held my breath waiting for her answer.




It was . . . interesting.





She was typing again before I could respond.




Actually, I have a confession to make.





Excellent. This was going to be easier than I thought.




A confession? I’m intrigued. Spill it, gorgeous.





It took so long for her to respond, I thought maybe she’d changed her mind, but then the message came. It was everything I’d been dying to know all day, and reading her words – I suddenly wished I was still in the dark.




I went to Brophy today to try to ﬁnd you. I heard you guys have off-campus lunch so I cut class with Jeanie to drive over to Phoenix to try to spot you. We followed a couple of boys from Brophy to this little deli on Central. I was too shy to talk to anyone but Jeanie started asking all the guys if they knew you. None of them had heard of a JP. Do you not go by JP at school? Anyway, we obviously didn’t ﬁnd you, and skipping school was reaaally stupid. Jeanie and I called school and pretended to be our moms calling us out for doctor’s appointments. We almost got caught! But it would have been worth it if we found you. I hope you’re not mad.





My head was swimming. Brophy was the private school I told Anna I went to – a good half-hour drive into Phoenix from Scottsdale High. Skipping school to drive all that way was a pretty crazy stunt to pull just to catch sight of some guy. And she’d asked around about me. Thank God I’d given her fake initials and not a whole fake name, or my cover would have been blown apart!


And worse – Jeanie would have known about it. Jeanie: the skinny gossip queen of Scottsdale High, who’d been nothing but a bitch to everyone who’d crossed her path since second grade. It would have been bad enough if Anna had uncovered my secret. But Jeanie would have spread it all over school.


All of those thoughts were clouded by one piercing realisation – Anna wasn’t at lunch that day because she was out looking for me. Something in my chest ﬂuttered, skipped a beat, then began to pound furiously against my sternum. The fact that Anna wanted me enough to come looking for me made me feel as though I had wings, but the knowledge that she would never ﬁnd me sat like a boulder in my stomach.


My brain worked furiously to come up with a reply.




You are one crazy girl. What, you can’t wait until New Year’s? Where’s your sense of mystery?





I hoped she could sense my teasing. I didn’t actually want to make her feel bad, but I did want to discourage her from trying it again.




I know! I don’t know what I was thinking! I’m so impatient. But don’t worry. I’m not doing that again. It was too scary lying to school. Guess I’ll just have to wait. But where were you anyway?


It seemed like all the Brophy boys were eating on Central.





At last, I didn’t have to lie.




I ate in the cafeteria. My mom still packs my lunch.





That answer worked for Anna, and we chatted about less terrifying topics for another hour before her parents forced her to unplug – the ‘Internet curfew’, Anna called it. She wished me sweet dreams, as always, and sweet dreams I had.




*





If I were physically capable of skipping, I would have skipped into school the next day. Not only had I managed to restrain myself at breakfast – just two eggs over-easy, a couple sausage patties, and a glass of OJ – but I had also woken up right at the end of one of those sweet dreams. And I mean sweet.


Sans the ability to skip, I whistled my way from the parking lot to my locker, poking my head into the band room on the way. My whistle shifted to one high-pitched tone, one low – a catcall. The shrill notes startled the Professor. He pulled up from a box of records and spun on his heel so fast, he had to catch himself on a music stand to keep from falling.


‘Looking good there, Professor!’


‘Butter! You scared the sh – you caught me off guard. That is some serious lung power. It’s a shame you don’t put it to better use.’


‘Hey, I play every night.’


‘For whom? The crickets outside your window?’


‘Touché.’ I winked and turned to leave.


‘Butter, wait! I want to talk about next semester!’


‘I know you do, Professor,’ I tossed back over my shoulder. ‘Why do you think I’m walking away?’ Then, just to show him I didn’t mean any offence, I whistled a few bars from one of his favourite Dizzy Gillespie tunes in farewell.


The whistling lasted all the way to comp.


It was much easier to focus in ﬁrst period without Anna ﬁdgeting. She sat perfectly still, each hair on her head hanging stick-straight, like ﬁne strings of glass. Instead of crossing her legs, she tucked them under her lap in a serene yoga pose. The position hiked up her tiny shorts so high on one thigh, I could almost see—  


‘Ahem.’ The sound of the teacher’s fake cough at my side snapped me out of my daydream. Maybe it wasn’t so easy to concentrate after all.
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