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MY BICENTENNIAL






Growing up plump and poor in the 1970s, high school senior Deidre Daly has always been told “thin is in” and she is out. 

 

She can’t do anything about being poor, but as the Bicentennial year 1976 begins, Deidre vows to take control of her weight. Surely “getting skinny” will land her a date to the prom and she’ll finally fit in with the popular crowd whose lives are as perfect and problem-free as hers is a disaster.



What follows is a funny, often emotional coming of age journey, as Deidre navigates her messy life and eventually learns to love herself as she is.
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Chapter 1

Are You There, Twinkies? It’s Me, Deidre





Tell us who you are (maximum 250 words). 

I tapped my pen to the papers on my lap. The first question on State University’s application had me stumped. Besides being a girl who had nothing else to do on New Year’s Eve but hang out in her bedroom with the cinder block walls painted the grayish shade of a fresh corpse, filling out college applications, I didn’t know who I was.

How could I craft a pithy summary of the enigma wrapped in the mystery of the walking disaster known as Deidre Daly in just 250 words?

The basics alone would put me over the word limit. 

Seventeen, high school senior, a white girl of average height who wanted to be a writer someday. Gold-rimmed glasses, eyes that changed from blue to gray like a Mood Ring, and dark blonde hair parted in the middle like Marcia Brady. Cursed with freckles and pimples. Always joking, even when I shouldn’t joke. Poor—not dirt poor, just regular poor—and stuck living with my parents, three siblings, and the world’s most disagreeable Chihuahua in the dumpiest public housing project in the dumpiest city in New England.

And as of today when I weighed myself, two hundred pounds.

I’d always been heavy, but it seemed appropriate to reach such a milestone now, minutes away from January 1, 1976, the first day of the Bicentennial year. The United States had made it to two hundred years. I’d made it to two hundred pounds. My own personal bicentennial.

My dad blamed heredity and his side of the family for this dubious achievement. “You’ve got a fat ass like my mother,” he’d say.

Perfectly rude, and perfectly him. 

The son of immigrants who’d fled abject poverty in Ireland to come to America and be only mildly poor in Massachusetts, my father wasn’t a successful man. He couldn’t play sports or ballroom dance, and he was only moderately okay at manufacturing ball valves (whatever those were), since he’d been a line worker at Higgins Manufacturing for forty years without a single promotion, but two things he excelled at were insulting his kids and drinking.

Especially the drinking.

Beer was Dad’s booze of choice, chased down by whiskey nips, little glass bottles he stashed behind the baby oil tanning lotion and dead batteries in the cupboard over the kitchen sink. He thought no one knew he hid them there, but everyone did.

My mother was far more supportive (and sober). She used to have a job in an office downtown, where she had to wear dresses and pantyhose and answer phones for a stiff guy named Mr. Allen.

“Male chauvinist pig to the nth degree,” she’d called him.

Then she took a class at the community college and had her consciousness raised and she told Mr. Allen to take a hike. After that, she wore pantsuits and got a job in our neighborhood, where helping others became her way of life. If a family needed food stamps or rent assistance or a ride downtown for an appointment when they couldn’t take the bus, they called Mom to help.

She did her best to help me too. She told me not to let my weight bother me. She said everybody was different, and every body was different too. An uplifting thing to say, probably something from that woman’s health book Our Bodies, Ourselves she’d left in the bathroom on top of the busted radiator, hoping I would read it someday.

But my weight did bother me. So did being a fat girl living in a skinny world. And the fact that when someone on TV who looked like me appeared, the trumpet of elephants announced her arrival and the ground shook when she walked. It bothered me that I had to go all the way to Timbuktu to find clothes that fit. And don’t get me started on the nonexistence of jeans in my size. Not to mention no guy had ever asked me for a date. Not once.

If I was skinny, my life would be different. Better. People wouldn’t tease me or rag on my jokes and say they weren’t funny. Skinny girls could do and say anything and everyone smiled and simply said, “Isn’t she cute?”

If I was skinny, I’d be popular. I’d wear tight jeans over a stylish bodysuit that snapped closed at the crotch and strut down the school hallway in platform shoes with the other popular girls, cracking gum and giving dirty looks to the dorky kids far less popular than us.

Most important, guys would want to go out with me and I’d have the delicious dilemma of choosing which one I’d let take me to the prom, the Holy Grail of all high school activities. At the prom I might even do it. My friend Donna said any girl who was still a virgin popped their cherry on prom night, and I so wanted to be one of them.

If I was skinny.

I tidied the forms on my lap into a neat pile. Somehow I doubted the admissions officers at State University were interested in an essay about my weight woes. Only I was interested in that, and only I could do something about it. I couldn’t change much else about my life, not where I lived, or my dad’s drinking or his fondness for telling me I had a fat ass.

But I could change myself.

And there was just one way to do that. A course of action me and my love affair with junk food and especially Twinkies loathed above all else—I had to go on a diet.

Oh, I’d made New Year’s resolutions to lose weight before, and I’d always given up the first time my stomach growled. This time, I wouldn’t break my resolution. This time, I’d stick with it. This time, I’d lose weight, a lot of weight and get as skinny as Twiggy and wouldn’t that be something to write about in a college essay?

The bedroom door creaked open, as if a bashful ghost crept into the room. Really just our dog Marco, a tiny brown Chihuahua with white paws, nudging the door open with his nose. The sound of Dick Clark’s New Year’s Rockin’ Eve with guests Neil Sedaka and Average White Band followed Marco in, drifting up from the living room downstairs. 

The clock radio on the bureau flipped to 11:55. Mom and the current book she was reading had gone to bed hours ago, but the rest of the family were still up. 

I supposed I should go down and join them to watch the ball drop, and to see if my father was still awake. My brother Rusty had bet me a buck Dad would be passed out by eleven. I held out hope he’d make it to midnight for once and wanted to find out which one of us was right.

I slid off the bed and tossed State U’s application onto the bureau with the forms from the other colleges I couldn’t afford to go to but Mom wanted me to apply to anyway. The applications weren’t due until the end of the month, plenty of time to finish them later. Plenty of time to figure who I was. In 250 words.

I scooped Marco up under my arm and kissed him on the head as I left the bedroom and hurried down the stairs. He growled. I laughed. A light, tingly sensation sparked in my belly. Anticipation, excitement. At the possibilities of the new year, and the prospect of a shiny new me.

Goodbye 1975, hello Bicentennial year. The year I would get skinny. The year I would change my life.

I would do it. I could do it.

All it would take was a little thing called willpower.








  
  

Chapter 2

My Boogie Shoes





I was born a Baby Boom bundle of joy with pink hair on December 26, 1958. 

The pink hair eventually changed to blonde. The date of my birth stayed the same, and I’d grown up fervently opposed to the sneaky practice of giving one gift as a combined Christmas/birthday present.

But when I opened the box Aunt Polly handed me on Christmas night, all was forgiven. Inside were the coolest pair of platform shoes ever crafted by the shoemaker elves at Thom McAn. A rich, burnt-orange color with long laces and thick, spongy white platform soles.

I called them my marshmallow shoes. They weren’t completely broken in and would probably give me blisters before the end of today, but I absolutely had to wear them the first day back to school after winter vacation.

The storm door slapped shut behind me as I stepped outside onto the concrete stoop bordered by metal railings your tongue would stick to in the winter (one guess how I found that out). I clomped down the steps and turned toward the bus stop at the bottom of the hill.

The day was cold, but clear. Sunlight beamed down on the William E. Harrington Public Housing Project, dozens of rectangular brick buildings of six or eight two-story apartments that sprawled over acres of rolling hills, like a child’s toy blocks plopped down at all angles. The light warmed the bricks to a rusty red and glinted off the yellow Fallout Shelter signs that hung over the cellar entrance at the end of each block.

Overall, a pretty scene. If I ignored the torched mattresses and other junk piled in the clothesline yards, the overflowing trash bins, junk cars parked on the grass, and the broken glass strewn across the pavement of the Tot Lot playground.

And the frequent shrill of police sirens.

I slip-slid down the icy sidewalk, looking forward to going back to school for once. I felt a foot taller and kind of sexy in my new shoes. Thinner, even. Though that had more to do with my new diet. I’d lost one pound since New Year’s. One hundred ninety nine. Bicentennial minus one. A triumph to see the number on the scale go down and not up. If not for the Boston crème pie incident over the weekend, I might’ve lost two pounds or even ten.

I reached the bus stop. The usual gang of idiots waited at the corner, minus the few who’d dropped out of school before Christmas break. The girls wore short jackets that showed off hip-hugger jeans, the boys wore flared polyester pants in a variety of colors so bright the cops could easily spot them at night. Jimmy McMahon and most of his six hundred brothers swarmed a snow pile, making snowballs and hurling them at any target they could find.

No one said hello, not even my brother Rusty. He’d fled the house early, partly because I’d won our bet and he was avoiding paying up, more likely so he could get down here and smoke his morning cigarette. He’d gotten Dad’s permission to smoke the second he turned sixteen (Mom refused to discuss it). My old man puffed like a chimney and was happy to have someone joining him in clogging his lungs and stinking up the house so he granted his permission in a heartbeat.

Our ride arrived. Not a cheerful yellow school bus, a lime-green city bus with grimy windows. The vehicle wheezed up to the curb, spitting smoky crap from the exhaust pipe.

Lars Quigley elbowed people out of the way to get on board first. A tall, doughy guy with skin as white as the snowballs the McMahons had splattered all over his coat, Lars was the smartest kid in the Project and always in a hurry to get to school and impress the teachers with his big brain. Rusty let a couple of girls go ahead of him like the gentleman he wasn’t, then he flicked his cigarette into a snowbank and followed them inside.

My turn came. Still getting used to my platform heels, I stumbled and tripped on the top step. I pitched forward. My knees met the floor treads with a painful smack. Cold wetness seeped into my purple pants. My macramé handbag swung off my shoulder and the flap flopped open. Pencils, notebooks, and sanitary napkins spilled out.

Behind me, Jimmy McMahon snickered. Some other kids laughed. I flushed, mortified. I guess I wasn’t as excited about this first day back at school after all.

I crammed everything back into my bag and hoisted myself up, avoiding eye contact with the bus driver as I passed. A dumpy man of about fifty, Gus had grayish skin, wispy hair, and a perpetual scowl designed to frighten toddlers, puppies, and anyone unfortunate enough to be a passenger on his bus.

Jimmy McMahon and his multitude of brothers squeezed on board after me, the door squealed shut, and Gus hit the gas. I sank into a seat and brushed wet grit off my knees and inspected my marshmallow shoes, relieved to see my doorway swan dive didn’t injure them, then I gazed out the window as we raced down the street.

We stopped several more times, at each of the streets that intersected the Project’s main thoroughfare, Prosperity Way, and was there a more ironic name for a place where poor people lived? 

A thousand poor people, to be exact. Kids, old folks, Black, brown, white, different backgrounds, religions, opinions, and attitudes, but with one thing in common. We were broke. And we knew we were broke. The guy who named the streets didn’t need to rub it in.

At the corner, Gus gunned the gas and swung onto the road to school on two wheels, as if trying to capsize us like in the Poseidon Adventure. I hung onto the seat for dear life, wondering why my mother always worried about us kids ending up dead from drugs or kidnapped by a stranger when it was more likely Demolition Derby Gus would kill us all taking a sharp corner.


      [image: ]The bus jerked to a stop in front of Northside High School a while later. We poured down the steps and hustled into the school, a series of interconnected buildings laid out in a complicated pattern of corridors I still got lost in, even in my senior year.

Everyone went their separate ways. I headed to my homeroom in B corridor then to my locker to ditch my coat and grab the books I’d need for the first two periods. 

I fought the usual battle to open the combination lock. Math and I had long ago agreed to disagree, mostly because numbers got all mixed up in my brain. So I had to turn and turn the dial until the numbers somehow miraculously aligned and the latch clicked open.

I scooped up my books and slammed the door, hoping to get to science class before the bell. I swung around—and almost collided with Stew Baines. Which would’ve hurt a lot if it’d been an actual collision, since Stew was the height, width, and breadth of an ox.

“Watch it, Deer-duh,” he said, smirking as he rushed by.

I sent a hearty thanks to the patron saint of baby names that my parents didn’t call me something more in line with my current physique, like Peggy or Patty, names that could easily be switched to Piggy or Fatty by dopes like Stew Baines.

And at least they didn’t call me something utterly ridiculous, like my sister’s friend Rapunzel. Her mother must’ve been high when she came up with that, especially since Rapunzel had hair so short Prince Charming wouldn’t have the ghost of a chance of climbing it.

My platform soles beat a muted thump-thump through the hallways and down two flights as I raced to science in the bowels of D corridor. I didn’t know what Mr. Meager had done to get himself stuck in the most remote corner of Northside High, but I suspected it had something to do with his love of Bunsen burners and open flames.

“Nice of you to join us, Deidre,” he said, shutting the door. A thin guy with bristly hair and skin the color of a cooked salmon, he wore striped bell bottoms every day and boots that clicked on the tile floor.

“Sorry, Mr. Meager. A twelve sophomore pileup in B corridor slowed me down.”

He didn’t laugh at my joke. He never did. But he expected us to roar and roll out of our seats at his wisecracks, which were basically needling insults. Like Don Rickles, only not funny.

I learned this uncomfortable fact the first day of ninth grade, when he filmed us freshmen getting off our school buses with what he called a video-tape camera, a big, bulky thing he hoisted onto one shoulder. During orientation in the auditorium, we got to watch the fuzzy black-and-white images he’d recorded on a big TV screen.

At first, I was excited, but as I watched each kid spill off their bus, my stomach clenched tighter and tighter. Mr. Meager let loose like a seagull dive bombing a beach picnic, making sure he hit everyone. He made fun of one girl’s stringy hair and gooney glasses, joked about a boy’s pimples, and groaned like a pervert whenever a girl with big boobs bounced off a bus, making the boys laugh.

“Hey, look at this nut,” he’d said as Camille Arundel, who’d lived in the Project then, popped up on screen. “She’s a loon for sure.”

Camille cried for an hour after that and I’d wondered if Mr. Meager knew her father had been put into a mental hospital.

When I’d stumbled off my bus with my usual grace, Mr. M. had practically bellowed, “Whoa! This one’s too big to fit on the TV.”

I wanted to cry like Camille. My thighs and butt seemed to fill the whole picture. But Dalys weren’t allowed to cry, so I’d lifted my chin and sat stone-faced until roly-poly me exited the screen and Mr. Meager’s next victim appeared.

I trudged to my seat at the lab table at the back, breathing in the scent of formaldehyde and other science-y things that turned my stomach. The smells were such an appetite-killer I could easily stay on my diet if I hung around here all day, but that would mean being trapped with Mr. M for hours when I could barely stand being in his company for fifty minutes of class.

My attention drifted as Mr. M explained today’s assignment. With my resolution to get skinny sort of on track with that one pound loss, time to put the next step of my plan into motion. Find someone to take me to the prom. Wicked early, I knew, but planning ahead could pay off.

I scoped out the guys in class with a practiced eye. I’d been officially boy crazy since I was eleven and fell for Donny Osmond, a cute teen idol singer with black hair and teeth as big as golf tees. I joined his fan club and they sent a pamphlet listing a selection of records or 8-track tapes I could buy to learn about becoming a Mormon. I thought about buying some if I could find the money, until Mom firmly declared organized religion patriarchal nonsense and tossed the pamphlet into the trash.

That ended my Donny crush and I moved on to real boys. Boys who would probably gag if they knew someone like me was interested in them. But once I got skinny? Well, I bet every one of these guys would line up for the chance to take me to the prom.

I’d entertain offers from each of them. Except Billy Bonner, who everyone called “Boner.” Not because his dick always stood at attention, though it probably did since all teenage boys suffered from that affliction, according to Aunt Polly, mother of six of those diabolic creatures (her words, not mine). People called him “Boner” because he did things known as “pulling a boner.” He ate dog poop on a dare. Sophomore year, when streaking was a fad, he sprinted down the C corridor completely naked.

Did I want to go to prom with someone who might eat shit and expose himself on the most magical night of the year? I did not. So I immediately scratched him off my list, but the year was young and there were lots of other guys left to choose from.

Mr. Meager said his two favorite words, Bunsen and burner, so I dragged my brain out of boy-land and got to work, hoping I wouldn’t scald my fingers like I did the last time we used those vile implements of torture.








  
  

Chapter 3

With A Little Help From My Friends





By lunch period, my feet were killing me and I was starving. I couldn’t do anything about my blistered toes until I got home, but I could find a cure for my empty belly inside C Cafeteria. 

Heat and noise blasted out at me as I entered a spacious, high-ceilinged room painted with the school colors, neon blue and diarrhea yellow. Conversation roared like a jet engine and the place smelled of meat sauce, grease, and too many people crammed together. 

Through the grimy windows, I saw the smoking area, a courtyard where kids could blow off lunch to have a cigarette instead. No surprise to see my brother Rusty there.

I stepped into line, grabbed a tray, and slid it along the metal counter as we inched forward. Lunch would be a big test of my willpower. Nothing low-calorie on the menu today, or any day. My choices were greasy Salisbury steak that looked like a hockey puck dipped in tar or equally greasy macaroni and cheese, topped with crumbled potato chips. I could already taste the salty chips, so my choice was made.

“Can you give me a small portion of mac-and-cheese?” I asked the lunch lady behind the counter.

Our definition of small clearly differed. She scooped up a massive serving, her arm bulging with muscles that would make Rosey Grier and my school’s entire football team envious. She slopped it onto my tray and added green beans that looked like they’d been walked on. She threw in a pile of peaches in sugary juice for dessert.

Willpower, Diedre. I vowed to eat only a quarter of what she’d given me and slid my tray to the cash register.

I reached into the front pocket of my pants and pulled out a small, square card with my name and school typed on it—my free lunch pass. I handed it to the lady at the register. She held it up to the light, as if checking to see if it was counterfeit. She scrutinized my name and address for about twenty years, then looked from the card to me as if she’d never seen me before.

“Free lunch, huh?”

I cringed. She said the same thing every day, like J. Edgar Hoover grilling Patty Hearst about her life on the run. I glanced around. People stared and whispered. Felt like that, anyway. It always felt like that. As if I had a neon sign flashing P for Poor on my back for everyone to gawk at.

My stomach gurgled from nervousness, with the added bonus of hunger. Maybe I’d eat half of my mac-and-cheese to calm myself down. If I ever got past Commandant Lunch Lady and her almighty hole punch.

She stared at me a few more seconds, then let out an unimpressed, “Hunh,” and her hole puncher went click. The most delicious sound in the world.

Everyone who’d gone through the line steered toward their chosen groups. The jocks sat together. So did the Black kids, the popular girls, and the brainiacs like Lars Quigley. Some of the Project kids huddled together, trying to look tough. The snooty kids from upper Chisholm Road clustered in a group, probably commiserating about being rich, but not rich enough to afford private school.

I used to sit with my best friends I grew up with, Yolanda and Pammie. After Yolanda went to a different school and moved away and Pammie dropped out to have a baby, I didn’t have anyone to sit with at lunch.

Until Donna Bellarosa came along.

Donna saw me eating alone one day last fall and plopped down and started yapping. The rest of her merry band of misfits followed—Karen Hakanson, a slim white girl with dark hair as long and straight as Cher’s, Barbie Diaz, light brown skin, chestnut hair, flat chest, the opposite of the doll she was named after, and Linda Gordon, who we called Linda G to distinguish her from the four thousand other Lindas in our school.

I carried my tray to the table by the side door and slipped in next to Donna. Today she wore a striped, boatneck body suit and navy blue hip huggers, an ocean of Jean Naté perfume, and enough blue eye shadow to paint Van Gogh’s Starry Night.

She greeted me with a gushing, “Cool shoes,” then returned to arguing with Karen and Barbie over the most engrossing topic of our time, who was cuter, Starsky or Hutch?

Donna’s defense of Starsky didn’t stand a chance. Karen had never met an argument she didn’t lust to win and debated with the velocity of an auctioneer determined to wear everyone out. Barbie tried to enter her TV favorite into consideration, Freddie Prinze of Chico and the Man, but she was overruled.

Linda G didn’t join in. A curvy girl with pinkish skin and rosy, cherub cheeks, she preferred to focus on her well-thumbed copy of Gone With the Wind as she ate. One trip through the Civil War and Reconstruction with insufferable Scarlett O’Hara had been enough for me, while this was Linda G’s fourth or fifth time reading the book. I’d tried introducing her to more recent historical fiction like Ragtime, but she’d gotten stuck on Rhett Butler and no other fictional hero could get her to break up with him.

I doubted anyone wanted my opinion on the Starsky/Hutch dispute, so I concentrated on my hard won lunch instead. I nibbled on tiny forkfuls of mac-and-cheese, determined to eat only a small amount. A real battle. My taste buds salivated over the greasy cheese and salty potato chips and my stomach begged for me to finish every last bite.

“Something wrong?” Barbie asked, watching me with an expression somewhere between amusement and concern. “You’re eating like your food’s poisoned.”

“Well, it is school food. You can’t be too careful.” I put down my fork. “Actually, I’m trying to go slow and watch what I eat. One of my new year’s resolutions is to lose weight. My only resolution, actually.”

There. I said it out loud. No turning back.

Donna’s eyes lit up. “That’s my resolution too. I need to lose a ton of weight. I ate so much over Christmas I’m as big as a blimp.”

Barbie frowned. “That’s ridiculous. You’re not fat.”

I concurred. Donna was just a little plump, and in the right place, her boobs. From my limited knowledge of the male of the species, I knew they liked that kind of plump.

“Try holding in your stomach when you walk,” Karen said. “My mother says it’ll tighten your abdominal muscles and get rid of your belly bulge.”

I nodded like, yeah, great suggestion, though I’d been sucking in my gut since I was five and knew that trick didn’t work.

“She says eating lecithin will peel off the pounds,” Karen added. “And having a grapefruit for breakfast every morning will do the same thing. It takes more calories to digest grapefruit than you get eating it. Also, go out in the cold without your coat. My mother says your body burns more calories trying to keep warm than anything else. I bet you could burn a thousand calories an hour if you did that.”

Karen’s mother sure had lots of advice for losing weight. Would any of it work? I hated grapefruit and never heard of lecithin, and though I could very well die of frostbite by going outside half-naked, I said I’d give all of those a try.

“One thing burns more calories than anything else.” Donna wriggled in her seat. “Sex.”

Karen flashed a smug grin. “Or so you hear.”

Ouch. Donna was still a virgin, which explained her very vocal obsession with “popping her cherry,” but did Karen have to remind her in such a snide way? She reminded me too, and maybe Barbie, though I didn’t know for sure. Barbie never talked about boyfriends or sex or anything like that. Neither did Linda G. She seemed content with her unrequited love affair with a fictional character and completely uninterested in finding a real-life Rhett to lust after.

The newest girl to join our friend group rushed up and tossed her lunch tray onto the table. Peach juice splattered everywhere.

“Sorry I’m late,” Jane Austin said, taking the stack of napkins I handed her and sopping up the mess. “What’d I miss?”

“Nothing important,” Karen said. “Where’ve you been?”

“I got cornered by Mrs. Rosenberg. She’s putting together a senior prom planning committee and she wants me to run it.” She beamed at us then dug into her Salisbury steak. The oily thing skidded away from her fork like it was still alive and trying to escape.

A petite white girl barely over five feet, Jane Austin had brown eyes, chocolate brown hair, and almost the same name as my favorite author. She also had a wicked case of acne. Way worse than mine. Her pimples didn’t keep people away, though, and she was super popular. With her dad in the Army and her family moving around so much, she’d learned to out-pep the pep squad and spackle on the charm as thick as cake frosting, leaving everyone with no choice but to be her friend.

Including me.

I gave her a grin like running the prom committee was the most exciting thing anyone could ever ask her to do.

Karen snorted, not nearly as impressed. “You’re not going to say yes. It’s a thankless job, and a big headache.”

Jane waved off Karen’s gloom. “I don’t mind. If I’m in charge, I can run the prom the way I want. There’s a lot to figure out. Theme, colors and what kind of music. Band or disc jockey, stuff like that.”

Sounded like a lot of work, though she chirped about it like the happiest little worker bee in the hive.

Barbie weighed in. “Hiring a band would be expensive.”

“I vote for a deejay,” I said, especially if it meant he’d play a lot of my favorite performer, Elton John.

“We can have Minutemen figurines on the tables as centerpieces. We’ll get Spirit of ’76 bunting, and Liberty Bells hanging overhead.” Jane’s eyes gleamed with Bicentennial fervor. “And everyone could wear red, white, and blue gowns and tuxes.”

Karen scoffed. “That would be hideous.”

Barbie frowned. “I like that idea.”

“I like it too,” I said, as perky as the lady in the Irish Spring soap commercial, though I really didn’t care. I agreed mostly to stick it to Karen.

“We can discuss everything at the meeting. No idea will be turned away.” Jane grinned around a mouthful of peaches. “So what d’ya say, who’s gonna join me and help out?” She ran her gaze over each of us, a gleam in her eyes. “Donna? Linda G? Deidre?”

I choked on the last bite of my mac-and-cheese. Jane had joined eight hundred clubs and committees in the three months since she’d moved here, while I’d joined exactly zero from kindergarten to senior year. I wasn’t about to start now.

Jane’s smile slipped a bit. “C’mon, Deidre. I could use someone fun like you helping me out.” She dabbed a napkin to her lips. “All committee members get to go to prom for free.”

That sure added incentive to change my mind. I looked down at my empty tray. I’d eaten every scrap, crumb, and morsel of food. So much for willpower. What good would a free ticket be if I couldn’t control my eating? At this rate, I’d never reach my goal and get a prom date.

The bell shrilled, saving me from an answer, though I suspected Jane’s efforts at persuasion had just begun. 

The cafeteria exploded in noise as everyone gathered their things and flew out of the room. We abandoned Jane to finish her lunch alone. Linda tucked Rhett into her knapsack with the more boring books she needed for class and left, followed by Barbie and Karen. Donna and I took our trays to the tray return window.

“I’m glad you’re on a diet, too,” she said, tossing her wadded up napkins into the trash barrel. “We should go to that new exercise place at the summit. It’s for women only, no guys allowed. They’ve got machines that pound the fat off and you don’t have to do any work. The first visit’s free, and the membership fee is cheap ’cuz everyone’s got New Year’s resolutions to lose weight.” She slid her tray through the slot to the kitchen. “Let’s give it a try, Dee.”

I liked that she called me Dee. I liked everything about Donna. She was friendly and kind, with an upturned nose and wavy brunette hair. And she always dressed like a million bucks. The thing I liked best was the way she included me. I didn’t want to disappoint her so I said yes, though I could never afford what the exercise place must cost, even the cheap fee.

We settled on a date for our visit then went our separate ways, Donna to art class, me to my locker, to grab my books for the final periods of the day.

Getting to those classes required a perilous trek down a connecting passageway between two corridors. Sunlight spilled through the floor-to-ceiling windows, making the hallway’s average temperature about three hundred degrees, so everyone called the passageway the Desert.

Guys known as Desert Rats lined both sides of the hallway, staring at girls and making gross comments. Sometimes I saw Mr. Meager and other men teachers here too, pretending to shoot the breeze with the boys, when they were really ogling the girls.

I moved as fast as I could through the crushing mob. A goony kid in a green paisley shirt nudged a fellow rat and pointed at me, snickering.

“You’re fat,” Goony Kid threw my way.

My cheeks flamed but no way would I show those judgmental jerks they’d hit the target. “You’re ignorant,” I lobbed back.

My older brother Jay taught me that comeback. As it was a truth universally acknowledged that bullies and name-callers weren’t too bright and wouldn’t know the meaning of the word ignorant if a dictionary open to the definition smacked them in the face, I’d skedaddled long before they figured out they’d been insulted.

I made it to my next class surprisingly on time, French with Mrs. English. Last period would be English with Miss French. I understood the irony of their names. I relished the irony.

I didn’t relish French class though. After three years, I hadn’t progressed beyond Je m’appelle Deidre. You’d think with my French heritage on my mother’s side I could speak the language, but nope. It didn’t help that Mrs. English’s entire lesson plan consisted of her flipping through the newspaper, cutting out coupons and commenting on current events.

Today’s topic was the US Postal Service. “The price of stamps is going up to thirteen cents,” she said, the newsprint rustling angrily as she turned the page. “It’s outrageous.”

Nobody cared and nobody listened. Although, I did get a head start on my homework while she sat there reporting the news so the class wasn’t a complete waste of time.

The bell finally rang and I moved on to English, my favorite class, even if it wasn’t Honors English, where I probably should’ve been. No Project kid was put in Honors anything, except smarty pants Lars Quigley, who was in Honors everything and was expected to go on to Great Things. The pride of our entire neighborhood rested on that kid’s pompous shoulders.

I reached the classroom and squeezed myself into the fat girl’s torture device known as the combined desk-chair. Attached to the chair on one side with metal bars, the desk part was barely high enough to fit a toddler’s thighs, never mind mine.

Seated and stuck, I flipped Great Expectations open to the chapters we’d be discussing today. We’d started the book before winter break and I’d already finished, but I went over the pages anyway while my classmates yapped about what they got for Christmas and how they went drinking at the park last weekend, despite it being only ten degrees.

Ruthie Cullen popped through the door and I watched her slip her skinny butt easily into the desk-chair across the aisle. She had tangled black hair and a beaky nose, and wore a black turtleneck, blue jeans miniskirt, black tights, and cork platform shoes as tall as stilts.

“Whatcha looking at?” she snapped, her voice deep, like Bea Arthur from the TV show Maude.

I stiffened. Ruthie didn’t live in my neighborhood but she was tougher than any Project kid I knew. She’d have no problem cutting out my heart with whatever weapon she could get her hands on.

In the interest of keeping the peace, I mumbled, “Nothing,” and went back to reading about Miss Havisham’s ill-fated attempt to light the fire.

Miss French hurried in as the bell rang. The smell of cigarettes and Breck crème rinse followed her like a shadow. She had thick auburn hair and looked like Mary Tyler Moore in a belted top and flared pants the color of my marshmallow shoes. The tallest teacher in school, she’d played basketball at Vassar and could’ve gone on to a sports career if she wasn’t a girl. Instead, she ended up teaching high school English to a bunch of non-honors slobs like me.

She took a U-turn before we began our classwork, talking about what to expect in the spring semester. I half-listened, but perked up when she announced, “In March, we’ll begin a creative writing unit. We’ll be reading and critiquing poems and short stories, and you’ll get a chance to write some stories yourself.”

Most of the kids groaned but I beamed. I hated poetry with a fierce passion, so that would be no fun. But writing short stories? Yes, please.

I’d only wanted two things in my life. To be skinny, and to become a writer someday. Well, three things if you counted wanting to move out of the Project, but I had no control over that. Dieting I could do. And writing I could do too.

I had no idea where my interest in writing had come from. Mom loved reading, but she couldn’t write anything beyond letters to the housing authority, telling them everything they were doing wrong and how she could fix it. None of my siblings liked to write either, only me, which made me the family oddball, the neighborhood weirdo, and even an oddity to my teachers, who preferred students who excelled at long division and regurgitating boring facts instead of writing stories during school.

Now, my teacher was giving permission to write about imaginary worlds for class.

I couldn’t wait.








  
  

Chapter 4

Family Dinner & Other Forms of Torture





“Thought I’d try something new for the new year,” Mom said when I entered the kitchen. She poked at some kind of meat smothered in onions and sizzling in the frying pan. “What do you think?” 

I didn’t know what to think. The onions I recognized. Their enticing smell had invaded the entire house. The meat? Not a clue. “What is it?”

“Liver and onions.” She laughed at my grossed out grimace. “What? It’s full of protein and nutrients. I read an article that girls your age don’t get enough iron and that’s why so many in your generation are anemic.”

She turned off the gas flame under the skillet. I doubted there would be many anemia-fighting nutrients left. The liver had gone from dark red to gray to charcoal. The onions had blackened too and stuck to the pan.

“No thanks. Not hungry.” A lie. A big one. I’d been on my diet for a week and a half and hunger pangs rumbled in my stomach loud enough to break the sound barrier. But I’d lost two more pounds—Bicentennial minus three—and I was determined not to slow the momentum.

Mom’s left eyebrow shot up in surprise, like Mr. Spock on Star Trek. “Well, hungry or not, you’re eating. I will not have you keel over from anemia, or worse. Not on my watch.”

Discussion closed, she navigated around our dog Marco, who sniffed the green tile floor for stray crumbs, then she reached into the cupboard above the stove for plates. The overhead light shone on her thick black hair, giving it a blueish sheen. Though I’d been told I had a pretty face, usually followed by if only you’d lose weight, I was in no way as beautiful as her—trim figure, perfect eyesight, glowing tan skin, and shiny hair, like my siblings and her parents.

I was as freckled, nearsighted, and dark blonde as my dad’s relatives. Dad might’ve been blond once too, but his hair had turned as white as a cotton ball when he was only twenty, so no one really knew. I liked to imagine he got trapped in a haunted house and the ghosts scared his hair white, though there was probably a more boring explanation.

“Set the table.” Mom thrust a stack of plates into my hands. “And tell your father dinner’s ready.”

I didn’t ask why she couldn’t tell Dad herself. They hadn’t spoken to each other directly since 1968 and I doubted they’d start now. I was supposed to meet Donna at the exercise salon at seven, so in the interest of moving things along, I did as instructed.

We gathered in the dining room of our townhouse-style apartment, a fancy way to describe our two-story box of six small rooms and one bathroom. All of us were home for once, even my older brother Jay, who had a night off from the department store where he worked as assistant manager. 

Chairs scraped the tile as we sat at the table Gramps Boudreau had once sliced in half with an electric saw as he cut planks to cover our windows during a hurricane. You’d think Gramps would’ve known better, being a carpenter and all, but I suspected he was as good at his job as my mother was at cooking.

No one spoke as we ate. Well, Chrissy rarely spoke anyway. A thirteen-year-old carbon copy of Mom, my sister’s silence as she ate was nothing new. Neither was my mother’s. As soon as her fanny hit the chair, she opened a paperback called The Princess Bride and disappeared into the book’s pages. Mom was always reading. Didn’t matter what, romance, mystery, science fiction, she devoured everything, except for snooty literature that was supposed to be good for you, like War & Peace.

I usually read too, but tonight I sat down with the thick, spiral-bound notebook Mom picked up at Woolworth’s for 79 cents and had given to me for Christmas. She’d written The Great American Novel on the front cover in black magic marker. Though I wrote all the time, I hadn’t gotten anywhere near completing a novel, great or otherwise. Hadn’t finished any of the thousand short stories I’d started either.

Now, with a class assignment as incentive, I swore I’d write the best story I could and finish it too. Something with a Bicentennial theme, perhaps. I took out a pen and flipped the notebook over with the spiral on the right (more comfortable for lefthanded me) and jotted down ideas as I ate.

Or tried to eat. The instant mashed potatoes from our monthly USDA Surplus Food shipment weren’t bad, even the charred onions were tolerable, but the liver was as tough as one of my dad’s leather work shoes.

Which posed a problem for the old man. He had no teeth and had to gum each leathery piece. His mood, already foul thanks to several beers and a few whiskey nips from his not-so-secret stash in the kitchen cupboard, turned volcanic. He grumbled and complained about every bite. Mom ignored him and I did my best to ignore him too.

Suddenly, the telephone rang.

Everyone jumped. Dad cut off mid-grumble. With good reason. A phone call at any time night or day usually meant only one thing. A bill collector on the other end of the line. A bill collector from Home Loan Corporation in particular. Dad owed HLC gobs of money he never paid back and those persistent bastards (his words, not mine) browbeat anyone who answered their call, demanding their dough, and that’s why no one moved as the phone shrilled again and again.

Finally, Mom thrust her book aside with a bleat of annoyance and dragged herself into the living room to pick up on the fifteenth ring. She squeezed the phone’s handset, her posture a full body grimace, listening a moment, then her eyebrow shot up in surprise.

“It’s for you.” She looked toward Jay, sitting next to me at the table. “It’s a girl.”

Jay’s face colored a bright red. Rusty let out a wolf whistle and I got all happy-squishy inside. The way Jay blushed, I suspected this girl on the phone was Someone Special. Someone who understood and appreciated Mom’s philosophy that everybody was different, and every body different too. Including Jay.

Born with a birth defect called kyphosis, he had long, skinny legs, curved fingers, brittle bones and a hunched back, like his rib cage got turned sideways. I remembered some jerk at a playground saying Jay looked like he’d stuck a football under his shirt. He’d had a thousand operations at Shriners Hospital since he was a baby to straighten his legs and spine, but the doctors never could make that bump on his back go away.

Mom called him breakable, his bones as brittle as glass. Dad called him a cripple in a whispery voice so low you could barely hear the word. Like, “Jay does okay for a cripple.” Or, “Jay wasn’t drafted for Vietnam because he’s a cripple.” My grandfather called him a lost cause and told Mom to put Jay in a home when he was born and forget him. I called him my sometimes annoying but always funny and devastatingly handsome big brother who deserved a girl who’d like him for who he was, differences and all.

Like maybe this girl on the phone.

“Go on, Jay.” Mom held out the handset, a tremble in her voice. “We won’t eavesdrop.”

Who was she kidding? We had just one phone, a standard black model we rented from New England Telephone because they were too expensive to buy. It weighed a thousand pounds and sat on a bookcase in the living room exactly three feet from the dining room. What else could we do but eavesdrop?

Except, Jay cleverly foiled us nosy Nancys. He hustled over and snatched the phone from Mom, cradle and all, and carried it as far as the cord tethering it to the wall would stretch. He disappeared into the stairwell, where he hunkered down on a step and spoke to his mysterious caller in whispers.

Disappointed, we returned to our meals. Dad went back to gumming his food and bitching. Mom picked up where she left off in The Princess Bride and continued to ignore him.

I imagined my parents must’ve been “someone special” to each other at one time. When they were young. Before kids and the stress of Jay’s surgeries. Before the Project and the bill collectors. Before the nips. Before the love that brought them together had faded.

That happy-squishy feeling I’d had for Jay turned sour. A sad, bittersweet emotion tickled my belly instead. I smothered it by shoving a big, gloppy helping of mashed potatoes into my mouth.


      [image: ]A short time later, Mom drove our blue, 1966 Chevy Impala past a boarded up gas station that had shut down during the energy crisis and dropped me off at the strip mall where New You Figure Salon was located.

I arrived a little after seven. Donna hadn’t arrived at all. I paced back and forth in front of the salon’s entrance, hoping she hadn’t stood me up. And trying to keep warm. The temperature had dropped to the teens. The tip of my nose froze and I probably burned a million calories shivering, if Karen’s mother was right about that cold-making-you-burn-calories thing.

Fifteen minutes later, still no Donna. People came and went from Gino’s Pizzeria on the ground floor. A blast of warmth rushed out each time someone opened the door, beckoning me to come in. So did the tantalizing smell of pizza, setting off a riot in my stomach no leathery liver could ever quell. I got so cold (and hungry) I almost gave in to temptation.

Finally, a metallic green, two-door Ford Pinto sailed into the parking lot and rocked to a stop. Donna hopped out of the car. Relief rushed through me. She hadn’t stood me up.

“Sorry,” she burbled, hurrying over. “I had to finish my chores or there’ll be hell to pay when my mother gets home.”

I answered with a shrug because I didn’t want her to think I was mad at her for being late. Plus, my lips were too numb from cold to speak.

The figure salon took up the strip mall’s entire second floor. I followed Donna up a steep, dark flight of stairs and we stepped into a big, bright, and loud room. Exercise machines roared, women wearing colorful Danskin leotards chattered, and “Saturday Night” by the Bay City Rollers played from speakers hidden in the ceiling. The place reeked with enough talcum powder, hairspray, and sweat to encourage my growling stomach to pipe down.

We approached the check-in counter. A prune-faced, fortyish woman in a pink leotard and matching tights bustled over. Her eyes flicked over me, gleaming with so much anticipation I expected her to bang a bell and shout, “We’ve got a live one here!”

She reined in her enthusiasm to greet us with a mildly inquisitive, “Evening, girls. What brings you to New You Salon?”

“I’m here ’cuz I’m fat,” Donna blurted.

Pink lady tittered then gazed at me with a well, obviously expression that annoyed me so much I let my speak-now-and-never-hold-your-peace monster out. “Scientists say I have to lose weight or I’ll pull Mars out of its orbit. Who am I to argue with scientists?”

She nodded like she hadn’t heard anything after I have to lose weight. “This is certainly the place to do it.” She offered an encouraging smile. “You have such a pretty face, let’s make the rest of you pretty too.”

I cringed. Cringed some more when she gave us a clipboard to sign our name and Donna scribbled Linda Blair. Everyone knew who Linda Blair was, after she got famous spewing pea soup in the movie The Exorcist. Donna might as well have written Liza Minelli or Betty Ford.

I wrote down my real name because I couldn’t do anything else. Mom had drilled honesty into us kids from the time we were little, though the lessons had yet to get through Rusty’s thick skull. Don’t lie was one of the rules my mother insisted we follow, along with don’t get pregnant (for us girls), don’t get anyone pregnant (for the boys), and don’t break the law (for Rusty).

And the most important rule of all—don’t cry.

Not just a rule, the family motto. A Daly never cries. No matter what happened to tempt the waterworks to flow, a skinned knee, a sad TV show, my dad ragging on us, we weren’t supposed to cry. Mom would say, “Don’t start or I’ll cry too,” so we’d swallow the tears and carry on.

Donna and I hung up our coats then Pink Lady led us to the machines. I expected to be moving a lot so I left my marshmallow shoes at home and wore my cheapo (but comfortable) K-Mart brand Trax sneakers, a pair of knit pants, and a baggy tee shirt. Donna wore button-fly chinos, a silky print blouse, jingling bracelets on each wrist, and full makeup, as if heading to a nightclub and not a date with an exercise machine.

“Spend a few minutes on the roller.” Pink Lady patted what looked like a giant wooden hair curler. “Then try out the other equipment and an exercise session if you want. When you’re done, come see me and we’ll have a chat.”

Which really meant come back for a sales pitch.

Donna clicked the “on” switch and the machine rumbled to a start. I did the same, and the wooden rollers went chook-a-chook into action. Unsure what to do, I copied the woman at the next machine and pressed my thigh to the rollers. They pressed back, massaging my leg like a ruthless baker viciously kneading a piece of dough.

“What’s this supposed to do?” I yelled to Donna, hoping she could hear me over the machine and Cher’s “Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves” blasting from the speakers.

“It’ll loosen the fat and make it wash away,” she hollered back.

I’d never been good at science (Mr. Meager could attest to that), but that didn’t seem right. How could the fat break loose and magically wash away? Where would it go? With my luck, my thigh fat would float up to my heart and kill me. I was committed to losing weight, but not that committed.

We moved to the next machine, a belt that went around our butts and vibrated our bodies so hard our voices sounded like we were underwater. Next, the stationary bicycle, or the humping bicycle as Donna called it. Leave it to her to make it sound dirty, though the way my back arched and my pelvis thrust upward as the seat and handlebars moved in and out, did feel kind of obscene.

We spent less and less time on each machine as we moved along. We didn’t even try the table that wiggled your body like a worm and went right to the floor exercises. I got down on hands and knees and lifted my leg to the side like the other ladies, doing the aptly named “Hydrant.” We looked so much like a pack of dogs peeing on a fire hydrant all at the same time, I couldn’t help laughing. Which earned me some supremely dirty looks.

Donna flopped onto her back on the cushioned floor mat. “This is boring. Let’s go get pizza.”

I didn’t argue. We snatched our coats and fled, ignoring Pink Lady calling for us to stop as we darted down the stairs. Minutes later, I sat across from Donna in a booth at Gino’s with a can of sugar-free Tab in front of me and a hot-from-the-oven slice of pepperoni pizza on a paper plate.

“What a waste of time.” Donna bit into her pizza crust with gusto. “I thought that place would be fun, but it’s nothing but sweaty old ladies. We’ll have to find some other way to lose weight.”

Not eating pizza would be a dandy way to do it, but I figured I’d earned this treat. Not from exercising at the salon. I’d burned more calories going up and down the stairs than getting beat up by those machines. I vowed to eat only this one slice, though we’d gotten a large pizza and it would be a battle.

“Are you going to join Jane’s prom committee?” I asked, taking a bite and reveling in the taste of cheese and spicy pepperoni tingling on my tongue. Of all the basic food groups, pepperoni was my favorite.

Donna nodded. “It’ll be fun. You’ll join the committee if I do, right?”

She said that more like a command than a question. When I began hanging out with Donna, I quickly discovered she defined all activities as either fun or boring. I also realized she needed to drag someone along to experience the fun or boredom with her.

With me as her designated dragee, I couldn’t say no. “I guess I’ll join. Jane says we’ll get our prom tickets for free.”

“I hope our dates go for free too.” Her sunny expression dimmed. “If we can get dates.” She pushed her plate away. “Ugh, whose idea was it to order pizza?”

Hers, but I neglected to point that out.

“I got an idea.” She perked up. “I’ll have a Valentine’s party at my house and invite a ton of guys. It’ll be the perfect opportunity to scope out prom candidates.”

“One problem.” I plucked a piece of pepperoni off the slice and popped it into my mouth. “Won’t most guys have dates that night?”

“A lot won’t. They’ll want to come to a party with other people who don’t have dates and who knows, maybe they’ll meet someone special there.” She smiled slyly. “Me in particular.”

“You think of everything, don’t you?”

“I do. I’m not as stupid as my father says I am.” She dragged her plate toward her and picked up her pizza again. “It’ll be the coolest party. We’ll have so much fun. Maybe I’ll even find the guy to pop my cherry.”

My nose twitched. She loved that phrase. I did not. Not that I was a prude. I’d known about sex since I was eleven, when Mom sat me down and read a Kotex pamphlet she’d sent away for, complete with illustrations. I’d enthusiastically soaked it up and longed to put my knowledge into practice. So I understood Donna’s eagerness to do the dirty deed, but did she have to be so crude about it?

She started on her third slice of pizza and turned the topic to party decorations and who to invite to the big event.

“Oh, and we gotta dress up. I’ll wear red, like Cupid. What about you?” She looked me over with a critical eye. “Something to show off your tiny waist, I hope.”

“My waist? I wouldn’t exactly call it tiny.” Just oddly slimmer than the rest of me.

“Are you kidding? You have an hourglass figure, Dee. I’d kill to have a waist so small. But guys won’t notice it if you don’t wear clothes to show it off. You need to wear a tight top to my party, preferably red. Case closed.”

Fashion critique complete, she attacked her last slice of pizza.

It took a lot of willpower, but I didn’t eat another bite. Valentine’s Day was less than a month away. If I might meet a potential prom date and possible cherry-popper at her party, I had to be good on my diet. Especially if I was going to wear a tight top.

Donna’s orders.
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