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Charlie hadn’t been to a buffet in months. She’d been avoiding it, eating at home, cooking her own meals, avoiding desserts—in other words, trying not to look like a slob. She was a classy fat lady—the kind who wore silk or faux silk blouses to the grocery store, who filled her shopping cart with vegetables before filling the rest with rice cakes, who bought cookies from the local girl scouts at every chance, and then gave them away as presents to her friends or served them with tea. She wore fancy plus-size dresses at home and ordered classy bathing suits online. This way, when her friends invited her down to their beach house for the day, she could step onto the beach wearing her sunglasses, striding through the surf without feeling self-conscious at all.

She hadn’t sworn off the buffets, however. Charlie always kept the option open if she ever wanted to give herself a treat. Usually, she just chose something else, eating something small or driving home for a home-cooked meal. Passing on the buffet made her feel more confident and gave her more self-respect. It built a cushion between her and the gawkers—all the strangers who stared at her stomach and made remarks behind her back.

More importantly, not choosing to eat at the buffets made them more special. That way, when Charlie finally broke down and decided to indulge herself, it made stuffing herself all the more satisfying. So it was that one beautiful summer’s evening, Charlie was driving along the highway with her sunglasses on while her radio was blasting Donna Summer’s I Feel Love, when a familiar sound emanated from her belly.

Grumble!

She had spent a whole day on the beach in her beautiful new bathing suit, swimming in the cool, choppy surf, and lying in the sun-warmed sand. She’d eaten a small, quick lunch, and little else all day. A day on the beach makes it easy to ignore hunger, but once one is out of the sun and on their way back to the dreary world of offices and fresh cut lawns, one’s stomach begins to grumble. Charlie knew there was a buffet a few miles up the road. She planned to pass it, but being alone, knowing that it would be a long time before she drove this way again, and realizing how long it had been since she’d sat own at a real quality buffet, she turned off the highway at the next exit. The Chinese food buffet was exactly where she remembered it was.

“Table for one, please.”

“Of course,” the hostess smiled. “Enjoy your dinner!”

When she was done, Charlie patted her stomach. She waited a few minutes, knowing that no one would force her to move—knowing that the glances of the diners on either side of her wouldn’t mean a thing once she was on the road again. When finally the spirit moved her, she rose slowly, sliding her chair out carefully so that it wouldn’t break. She braced herself on the chair next to her, hoisted herself up with a groan, and stood on her own two feet like a barrel-shaped colossus. She used the napkin to wipe her mouth one last time, placed the tip on the table, and then, taking one footstep after another, steamed out of the restaurant like a locomotive.

These were the times—the times that Charlie treasured. The times after dinner—a big dinner—when she felt like a tank rolling out the door. Everyone used to get out of her way. This was a fact of life, but this time they had to get out of her way, otherwise she’d run them over like a steam roller. She was happy that she parked far from the front door. The length of the walk enhanced her pleasure.

Charlie strolled to her car and started the engine. Sitting there, listening to the radio, she felt an uncontrollable wave of drowsiness wash over her body.

“Oh boy,” she laughed. “Here it comes.” The carbohydrate overload was overtaking her, but she hadn’t felt so satisfied in ages. Her car sunk as she stepped into the front seat, but this was merely a reminder of her own gravity. She sat in the parking lot for a while. She had eaten just enough to fill her stomach, but too little to give herself a tummy ache. After years of experience, Charlie had tuned her eating habits so finely that she could eat without having to pay the consequences.

All she had to do was get home without falling asleep.

“Don’t worry,” she said as she pulled back into the highway. “You’ll be alright once we get on the road.”

Charlie felt her dinner settling in her stomach. Sitting in that car, cruising down the highway after a long day at the beach, it was the end of a perfect day. The setting sun illuminated her left side, and the lights of the city far off to her distant right, she sat back and turned up the radio, settling into her own body, into the crevasses of her seat. She kept one hand on the steering wheel and one on the open window, he eyes half open as the sky grew darker and dark. She closed them for a moment, savoring the lyrics of Oasis’ Champagne Supernova...

...and when she opened them again, she was sitting in a large reclining chair in the middle of a metal room.

“Hello, human! If you would not mind, would you please follow the lighted path in front of you?” Xax took his finger off the button. “How was that, better?”

“Yes, technically...”

“Good.”

“You need to be much looser, though. This pickup business is tricky. You can’t freak out the humans when they get on board.”

“I did not freak out the human. Look at her. She’s already getting off the chair.”

“But she’s not following the path. Let me talk to her.”

“Negative, I will speak. I need to repeat the process more often or I’ll never improve my interspecies communication skills.” Xax pressed the button. “Human, I repeat, follow the lighted path on the carpet in front of you. The line of light will lead you to the testing chamber.”

“Testing chamber?” Glorbo cringed.

“Affirmative.”

“Don’t say that.”
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