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For anyone who has ever felt not good enough




FREE·DOM


NOUN


The power or right to act, speak, or think as one wants without hindrance or restraint.




I.     APPETIZER




SUNDAY, OCTOBER 27


Another day, another driving “lesson” through the mean streets of Highland Beach. And it’s a group effort with Mom shotgun and Angel riding appropriately in the Backseat Bitch Seat.


As I turn right onto Sea Spray Avenue, Mom scans the row of McMansions for sale. “Look at all the signs! All foreclosures. It’s like no one can afford to live in California anymore. Honestly, Highland is going to hell in a sand basket.”


“Hand basket,” I correct her.


“Oh, right,” she says. “Well, whatever. You know what I’m saying.”


“It’s just depressing,” she continues. “Your dad has lost almost half his clients in the last year. When money gets tight, people stop taking care of their bodies. Another six months and everyone in this town is gonna be a big fat pig!”


Mom puts her hand in front of her mouth, as if trying to catch the F-bomb she just dropped onto the lap of myself, her fat daughter. But I don’t flinch. Instead, I just keep driving, my elbows resting atop the rolls of blubber that billow out from the sides below my bra like squishy armrests.


She taps the tip of her right heel on the floor mat. I would tell her she probably has Restless Leg Syndrome, but then she would just use it as an excuse for another prescription and two more days a week with her shrink.


Despite her flaws, I do love her. How could I not? She wants nothing more than for her two daughters to be happy (aka “skinny” like her) and to follow in their mother’s footsteps and not have to get a real job like in an office, or something horribly civilian like that.


Even though Mom’s got a heart of gold—okay, more like a heart of platinum—when you look up “Hot Mess” in the dictionary, it should read “Brandi Jackson” accompanied by a picture of Mom being wheeled out of her facelift surgery last summer with white gauze bandages wrapped around her face like some sort of MILF mummy.


Sea Spray comes to an end at Coastal Highway. I roll gradually to a stop, look both ways, and execute a perfectly vectored left turn. Locals call this stretch of CH the “coronary row.” Pretty much every greasy, artery-clogging eatery is located here, making this what I call My Favorite Place in the World.


There’s In-N-Out, where normally I like to order two “Double-Doubles,” large fries, and a chocolate shake. And there’s Old Faithful: Mickey D’s and its to-die-for vanilla shakes and Big Macs with blissful special sauce. Across the street sits the twofer culinary heaven of Carl’s Jr. and the Green Burrito, a genius concept featuring an all-American burger joint and a Mexican eatery—under the very same roof! Then there’s Carl’s Jr., whose Double Western Bacon Cheeseburger and its glorious stack of two beef patties, two slices of American cheese, crispy onion rings, and “tasty BBQ sauce on a toasted sesame seed bun” is so good California should legally classify it as a narcotic.


Technically, I’m not allowed to go to such dens of deliciousness anymore, at least not since Dr. Hung read me the riot act a couple months ago. That’s when our family doctor informed me my daily lunch delight of the Double Western Bacon Cheeseburger and its one-thousand calories (half of which come from saturated—aka “bad”—fat) were in large part responsible for making me more than fifty pounds overweight and, “clinically speaking,” an obese tub of lard.


That’s right, kids. I’m officially the Big O. And I don’t mean Oprah.1


After my exam, Dr. Hung even opened up his iPad to show me something called a “BMI Chart.” It apparently explained that I was five foot six inches, 192.2 pounds, with a “BMI” (Body Mass Index) of 31, which meant I was basically yet another large-and-in-charge teenage American statistic.


The doctor probably didn’t want to hurt my feelings. Never once did he drop the F-bomb. Instead, he tried to make me feel better by using synonyms like “an unhealthy weight” and handed me a pamphlet that said 17 percent of all teens are obese. Apparently, texting and video gaming doesn’t burn calories like it used to.


Let’s face it, “obese” is a very polite term, but the bottom line is that it was Dr. Hung’s way of informing me that I am so big I could have my own zip code . . . so big that skydivers could use my panties for parachutes . . . so big that my butt could get me arrested at an airport for carrying 200 pounds of crack.


Thick. Heavy. Big-boned. Plump. Full-figured. Chunky. Womanly. Large. Curvy. Plus-size. Husky. I’ve been pretty much called it all at one point or another. By the time you get to high school, most people have learned it’s not nice to hurt people’s feelings and so they come up with words that won’t break your chubby little heart.


Plus, by the time you turn sixteen and you’ve spent your whole life in a pretty-people city like Highland Beach, where the official municipal logo depicts a surfer and bikini-clad volleyball player prancing beneath a yellow sunburst, you’ve learned that being overweight is tantamount to being Bin Laden—you know, sexually speaking. Add the fact that my father is a former L.A. Laker and now full-time workout freak who hasn’t eaten a potato chip in seventeen years, let alone a juicy burger with onion rings, and you can imagine that I would have to be wickedly in denial not to realize I am a skinny-challenged individual.


I know I’m fat, okay? Unlike Angel, my fashion choices are limited to whatever I can find online or at Sears and JCPenney (aka Not-Cute Clothing Stores). I know the mean girls at Highland High think it’s funny to giggle behind my back about how my gut hangs over the elastic waistband of my pants, an unsightly phenomenon that in seventh grade earned me the unfortunate nickname “Muffin Top.” I also know that guys—except for my amazing boyfriend, Ben—treat me like I am sexually invisible. I may be a lot of things, but I am definitely not in denial about my public image.


Cruising right through CH’s fast-food nirvana with my mom isn’t helping to curb my appetite for globular goodness. I try not to look at those golden arches, and luckily the waft of vegetable oil gurgling from the fryers doesn’t make its way inside our car. This has become my life: a series of small victories based on trying my best not to eat food I know is bad for me but that I enjoy as much as my sister enjoys wearing skimpy bikinis with dental-floss butt patches.


“I think the costume store is up here on the right,” Mom says. “Slow down. Remember, gradually like.”


I tap up the turn-signal handle and hook a sharp right into the parking lot of the strip mall. We’re shopping for my Halloween costume. My family is a bunch of Halloween freaks, so much so that every year my parents host a party at our house. And yet, I still don’t have a costume.


My older sister, Angel, who picked out her costume weeks ago, stays in the car, texting her new boyfriend. Mom and I step inside, where the store looks more like a sex shop than a costume store. Sexy nurses. Sexy cats. Sexy cops. Sexy cowgirls and Indians. Stripper shoes and stripper shorts. But in the back of the store, wedged next to the kids’ costumes, are a few racks of decidedly unsexy outfits for adults—and big girls like me.


“There’s Chewbacca!” Mom grabs the furry creature from the rack and hands it to me. I look at the tag. It’s a size medium. I shake my head and hand it back to her. “Too small, huh?” she says in a conspicuously nonjudgmental tone. “Well, let’s keep looking.”


Mom rifles through and finds an XL and holds it up to me. “This should work,” she says. It doesn’t. Turns out it’s a youth XL. Too small.


The pickings are quite slim in the Star Wars section. I see a couple of Stormtroopers and an Obi-Wan Kenobi, and also some larger-size Princess Leias and Darth Vaders made of material that looks about as comfortable as construction paper.


“Do you have any Han Solos?” I ask the clerk, who is dressed as Pocahontas.


“Um, I think we got some fake hands in aisle six,” she says, smacking a wad of overly pungent peppermint gum.


“Han Solos,” I repeat slowly. “Like the guy in Star Wars. You know, Chewbacca’s sidekick.” She has a Confused Puppy Face. “My boyfriend wants to be Han Solo.” The chick stares at me like I’m speaking a language she doesn’t understand—such as, say, English.


“I don’t know. Whatever we have is on the racks. There’s no, like, secret stash or anything.”


It really is hard to find good help these days.


“You need to find Ben something appropriate for the couples theme,” Mom says as the useless store chick walks back to the register.


“Last year’s theme was “historical.” That meant we had a lot of bearded Abe Lincolns and white-wig George Washingtons stumbling around. I came as Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. You might think that “Halloween” is enough of a theme for a costume party, but no, no, no. Not at the Jackson household, where making things more complicated than they need to be is taken very seriously.


“I go to plan B and wander the store as my mom tries on a pair of Lucite stripper heels. A few minutes later, I find costume gold buried in a bin underneath a pile of cheap masks.


I walk over to Mom and slide a white plastic mask onto my head.


“What’s that?” she asks, confused.


“Quack, quack.” I fashion my elbows into wings.


“A duck?” she guesses.


“No.” I slide the mask up and rest it on my head. “I’m a duck face.”


“What’s a duck face?” she asks.


“You know, that model face Angel makes when she’s posing for a picture.” I pucker my lips and push them outward like a come-hither Daffy Duck. “Sexy, huh?”


Mom rolls her eyes and sighs. “Whatever makes you happy, Emery. And if putting other people down to make yourself feel better does it for you, that’s your choice.”


Ignore.


I text Ben. He’s working at his parents’ surf shop down by the pier.









Ur gonna love my costume. But for u: No


Han Solo, sorry [image: ] [image: ]—Just Darth or


Princess Leia. Pick 1










It only takes him about 4.8 seconds to reply. Must be a slow day down at the pier.









Def go w Leia










Gosh, I really do love Ben. And not only because he’s up for wearing a curly-Q hairdo wig, not just because he is the only boy who has ever found me attractive, but mostly because his XXL-size costume, which will barely fit his giant body, comparatively, makes me feel like a totally skinny babe.






1 Allegedly obese.




MONDAY, OCTOBER 28


My mom watches a lot of TV. And I really do mean “TV.” As in the 57-inch mega-appliance with the flat-glass screen screwed to the wall of our living room like some sort of monument to Best Buy. Unlike most modern-day human beings, Mom never watches videos on a computer or—gasp!—a phone.


Another way that Mom kicks it old school is that she actually pays attention to commercials—and totally believes the propaganda in them. In fact, the commercials make more of an impression on her than do the shows. It doesn’t matter what’s being sold. If the commercial makes it look super awesome, she will plunk down a credit card on the spot or write it down on a piece of paper, and the next time she is shopping, she’ll buy it.


Fabric softener that makes your sheets as soft as a baby’s bottom! Skin moisturizer that erases years from your face! Breakfast cereal that will get your family making a fast break to start their day! There really is no product in the consumer universe my mother couldn’t be convinced she just absolutely needs to have. A few years ago, when our garage filled up floor-to-ceiling with boxes of crap she had ordered from watching Home Shopping Network, my dad, in a rare show of balls, had HSN blocked from our cable.


Mom’s gullibility explains why, after suffering through an already very long day, we are now standing in an absurdly long line on a sidewalk. We are numbers sixteen and seventeen waiting for our lucky chance to step up to the glass-encased counter and order deli sandwiches that leave you feeling about as satisfied as a Twitter addict whose keyboard is missing the “@” key.


“What kind of bread, dear?” Mom asks, patting my back like I’m three.


“Does it really matter? They all taste like cardboard.”


“Emery.” Mom hikes her black Gucci purse back up her right shoulder and crosses her arms. “Don’t be so negative.”


The green-and-yellow glow of this glorified cafeteria contains all the charm of a highway rest stop. To be fair, the so-called “Subway diet” is popular; my mom isn’t the only fool convinced that these sandwiches are healthier than they really are. The people in front of us look excited as they tell the poor dude behind the counter exactly what they want.


I’ve left my phone in the car (by accident, trust me) and so have nothing to distract me from the pain. No texting with Ben. No checking Instagram to see what fascinating pictures my friends might have posted in the last eight minutes since I last saw them at school.


I look past Mom and across the parking lot to Carl’s Jr., which I can see through the glass. Carl’s is totally empty, mouthwateringly ready for me to come and order my favorite burger with large fries and a Coke. Mom notices me staring in the direction of the Temple of Tastiness. When I glance back at her, her eyes dart forward nervously.


“Don’t worry, Mom.” I pat her on the back. “I’m not eating there.”


“Well, good,” she chirps. We have since moved closer to the front—close enough to get a glimpse at the “fresh” bread choices.


“Wheat,” Mom thinks aloud, though there are still five people, including a bratty seven-year-old girl, ahead of us. “With turkey maybe.” She purses her lips. “Then again, I probably shouldn’t have bread.”


A few minutes that seem like hours later, it is our turn. The little brat in front of us has just ordered the most complex sandwich ever made—with pickles and olives and lettuce (toasted) with provolone cheese and pepperoni (but NOT salami) and just a little bit of vinegar and a squirt of mustard. Intricate stuff for a second grader.


Finally, Mom steps to the counter and places her well-rehearsed order.


“I’ll have a turkey sub,” Mom says. “Without bread.”


“Excuse me?” replies the poor man behind the counter. “I don’t understand.”


“A turkey sub with . . . no . . . bread,” she repeats slowly.


“Okaaaay . . .” The confused soul in clear plastic gloves struggles. “So you want a salad.”


“No, no, no. I’m sorry, but I don’t like your salads.” Mom smiles. “I would simply like turkey, avocado, lettuce—lots of lettuce—and tomato.”


The poor guy shrugs his shoulders and shakes his head, then grabs a bowl and starts filling it with her order. Mom peers through the glass.


“I had two pieces of toast for breakfast.” She rubs her stomach. “Too many carbs. I’m done with bread for the day. Protein time.”


Mom shuffles along the food line, down closer to the register, and I step forward, peering through the glass at the offerings.


“Good afternoon,” I say.


“What kind of bread?” the traumatized worker asks wearily.


“You pick,” I say. “Whatever you want, sir.”


The man turns to reach for the rack behind him. Midreach he suddenly stops, turns to me, and says, “Excuse me?”


“Pick my bread.” I point to the silver trays stacked against the back wall. “I trust you.”


He shoots an anxious glare at Mom, who is standing, eyes bulging. Mom doesn’t like to leave anything to chance. She is a perfectionist. A complete-and-utter control freak. She’s the lady who made a checklist from the first day of kindergarten that she taped on my mirror reading:


   DAILY TO DO!!!


           [image: ][image: ]   Make bed


           [image: ][image: ]   Get dressed


           [image: ][image: ]   Brush teeth


           [image: ][image: ]   Use bathroom


           [image: ][image: ]   Eat breakfast (glass of soy milk)


           [image: ][image: ]   Lunch, hand sanitizer, snack, and homework in backpack


By the time I was in seventh grade, Mom stopped making lists because I stopped paying attention to them. Angel, on the other hand, still loves lists. But her morning to-do has been replaced with more big-picture goals, such as the one she keeps taped to the wall next to her bathroom mirror. . . .


   MY LIFE TO DO!!!


           [image: ][image: ]   Be famous


           [image: ][image: ]   Always have perky boobs and a small butt


           [image: ][image: ]   Maintain weight “under 120 lbs” AT ALL TIMES


           [image: ][image: ]   Host own TV show by age 22


           [image: ][image: ]   Make cover of Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue by age 21


           [image: ][image: ]   Marry pro athlete by age 27


           [image: ][image: ]   Have two babies (Jasper Jr. and Amber)


“Lists help organize your thinking and focus you to achieve your dreams,” Mom has always said. I’ve always been confused by this idea of following your so-called dreams. I mean, the only dreams I remember are nightmares that may or may not involve sketchy, inappropriate sex scenarios involving teachers and random guys. Hardly the stuff of list-making inspiration.


Anyway, you can understand that my mom is left mortified when I dare leave such an important choice as what carbohydrate I would have wrapped around my processed meat to a total stranger in a hairnet and green smock. I know this because her face is so white that the blood has clearly dropped from her face to her tanned, wickedly moisturized knees.


The poor guy locks eyes frightfully with Mom.


“Seriously, sir, just pick whatever you think tastes best,” I insist.


“Wheat,” he says/asks.


I shrug.


“So, um,” he says. “Wheeeeat you want?”


“Sure!” I reply. “Wheat sounds healthy and fresh to me!”


Mom bites her bottom lip and looks away.


The worker finishes my sandwich and then asks the question that certainly must ruin Mom’s day: “Mayonnaise or mustard?”


“Mayo.” Before Mom can critique my condiment, I add, “And, oh, some cheese.”


“What kind?” the man asks.


“America’s finest will do, thanks.”


As he layers on slices of unnaturally yellow cheese, I grab a bag of chips on the shelf next to the register and place them on the counter.


Mom huffs and looks away.


“What?” I ask her.


“We talked about this, Emery.” Her delightful tone belies her frustration. She clenches her obnoxiously white teeth.


A long, awkward, icy Mother-Daughter pause.


“Remember? Emery. You know . . .”


“They’re baked Lay’s,” I argue. “They’re not gonna kill me.”


“What about the cheese? The mayonnaise?” She counts the sins with her fingers. “The bread. You just managed to make a healthy sandwich unhealthy. I give up.”




WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 30


“Team meeting!” Mom yells up to us from the bottom of the staircase. “Dad’s ready. Come to the kitchen. Now, girls!”


“Coming, Mommy!” Angel cheers from her bedroom like the good kids do on the Disney Channel. I eye roll when I hear her precious little manicured feet tapping down the hardwood floor in the hallway.


Did you know there are thirty-two fries (approximately) in a small McDonald’s order? I do. I know this because I ran out of the contraband reward I had been giving myself for every math problem I had solved correctly.


Having accomplished my fry feat, I moved on to reading A Mystery of Heroism. It’s for my English class report due at the end of the week. I wish Algebra, Spanish, AP Biology, and U.S. History were as interesting as English class.


The story is about a soldier in the heat of a major battle who has the brilliant idea of running into the middle of an open field being bombarded by bombs in order to fill a bucket of water for him and his fellow soldiers. Water was to him probably like a juicy Double-Double with bacon is to me, so I can relate.


“Emery!” Mom yells. “C’mon! Daddy’s waiting.”


I put down the book and walk downstairs. Mom and Angel are already huddled around the laptop on the island counter talking to Dad on Skype.


“Angel got a callback on that website hosting job,” Mom tells him. “It’s down to her and two other girls.”


“So proud,” Dad says, his voice echoing in his hotel room in Whatever City, USA. “Fingers, toes, and eyes crossed.” He focuses his eyes noseward and Angel giggles. Their mutual cutesy/corny sense of humor never ceases to annoy me, especially when it is over her getting a job that requires her to merely look pretty and read what someone else has written. Does that really qualify as talent? I have been reading to people since Dr. Seuss in kindergarten and I’m not asking anyone to pay me for it.


“What’s the name of the website?” I ask Angel.


“HotBuzzz,” she replies. “One word. Three z’s.”


“Wow,” I nod. “That extra z makes it sound so cool and hip. And awesome.”


“Well, Angel, you’ve worked so hard to get to this point,” Dad says. “And you know what Bruce says about hard work . . .”


“Of course, Daddy. Bruce2 says, ‘The only way you are going to get anywhere in life is to work hard at it.’”


“Boom!” Mom high-fives Angel as I sit at the countertop and do my best not to regurgitate a fry.


“Emery’s here.” Mom adjusts the laptop camera so he can see me, and I slow-motion princess-wave my right hand.


Dad soldier-salutes me. “Hey, Em. Glad you could join us.”


“Okay, Team Jackson,” Mom announces. “Since Dad’s gotta get back to his speech, let’s hustle through this. How is Omaha, by the way, Jasper?”


“Cold. Real cold.” Dad is wearing a black wool sweater. He turns his laptop cam to the window of his hotel room. “See the snow? We had flurries this morning. But honestly, I’ve got an amazing group of motivated ladies here. In fact, I have my final speech in fifteen minutes downstairs in the ballroom.”


“What’s your speech about, dear?” Mom asks.


“Resisting temptation.”


Yeah, I’m tempted to go refill on small fries and get back to algebra.


“That’s great, Jasper,” Mom replies. Mom adores Dad so much it is cute. But kind of sad at the same time. Maybe because Dad doesn’t look at her the same way she does at him.


Sometimes I wish I could have been there when the two met. They seem so happy in the pictures. Back then, Mom would spend her days doing auditions as a wannabe actress, and at night she worked as a “Laker Girl,” as in one of the cheerleaders who dances in skimpy outfits on the court during time-outs and at halftime, all for the viewing pleasure of dirty old men.


Dad, meanwhile, had a front-row seat to his future wife’s cheerleading performances. He was, after all, a six-foot-one benchwarmer with little to do but stare at the court as the coach drew up plays for the real players. Dad prefers to call himself “a depth player,” a reserve forward for a team that was filled with superstars.


Whenever I see pictures of my parents from that time, just a couple years before I was born, I study their faces, searching to find what qualities I have from both. From Mom the similarities are obvious: dark, deep-set eyes; dark hair; chipmunk cheeks; and a forehead the size of Texas. But I see none of Dad’s angular face, none of his blond hair, or his tall, lanky body in me.


When we were little, Angel, who does have most of these genetic blessings, would taunt me, saying that my chubbiness was the result of a genetic mutation. It bothered me until I realized that I could read four grade levels above her and that I was so smart that she would trade me food for me doing her homework.


I can only assume Angel gets her intellectual shortcomings from Mom, who, to this day, remains a MILF—and I’d say this even if she didn’t freeze her face with Botox every three months. Even so, I notice she puts on makeup before we dial up Dad and I kind of feel sad that even after almost twenty years of marriage, she still feels the need to wear, basically, a mask in front of him. I wonder if she does it because she knows her handsome, motivational-speaking husband is spending the weekend surrounded by happiness-seeking desperate housewives fawning over him.


“Okay,” Mom continues. “Let’s get going here, Team. Now, I talked to Doc earlier today and he suggested that we, as a family, conduct a Brand Audit. This will help us better define who we are, which in turn will help us create a show that is unique and singular to us.” She’s using air quotes again. Major pet peeve of mine. But until I graduate next year and move out of the house and on with my life, I must endure such motherly annoyances.


I notice in the video box that Dad’s staring offscreen, zoning out. Having trouble paying attention to mom’s monologues is at least one thing my dad and I have in common. “I want each of us to come up with one word that sums up our personal brand.


“So, Jasper,” Mom instructs. “You go first.”


“Well,” Dad thinks aloud. “Brandi, there are a lot of words that come to mind. Such as perfection . . . excellence . . . inspiration . . . motivation. But is there one word that sums up Jasper Jackson? It has to be Work! Because if you wanna live your dreams, if you want to achieve any darn thing in life, then you first gotta do The Work.”


“That’s right, Daddy,” Angel says. “There’s no substitute for hard work.”


I look over Mom’s shoulder and she scribbles in her notepad, “Dad = Work.” She puts her pen down and gazes upward at the fake crystal chandelier.


“All righty, I’ll go next,” Mom says. “I was thinking my brand should be—pay attention here, guys—Brandi. What do you think?”


“That’s lame,” I say under my breath reflexively.


“Excuse me?” Mom twitches. “What did you say?”


“Nothing,” I lie.


“What do you mean ‘nothing’?” Mom parks her hands on her hips. “I heard you say something. If you have anything to share, please share with the team.”


“Yes, Emery,” Dad chimes in. “There is no ‘I’ in our team. We are democratic.”


“I thought we were Republicans?” Angel says.


“I said ‘democratic,’ Angel pie,” Dad baby-talks. “Not Democrats.”


Although I can tell she still doesn’t know the difference, Angel offers up an unconvincing “oh, okay” as I start trolling Pinterest on my phone, searching “crazy cat photos” to spare me the boredom of this Team Meeting for Dummies.


“As I was saying,” Mom goes on. “My brand is me! I represent myself. Even though our next project is to come up with a slogan, I already have mine: You can’t say ‘Brandi’ without saying ‘Brand.’”


Extremely pleased with her narcissistic answer, she quickly writes it down and turns to the blonde wonder to my left. “This is fun, isn’t it, Angel? Your turn.”


“Beauty,” Angel answers without hesitation. “My brand is Beauty.”


“Inside and out,” Dad cheerfully adds.


“That’s right,” Angel agrees. “I personify beauty.”


If I told you that in our weekly team meetings my family has me go last because they like to save the best for last, I would be lying. They have me go last because they have learned the hard way that if I go first, I will totally kill their buzz.


Mom turns to me. She’s clenching her teeth again. “And you, Em? What is the one—and only one—word that defines your brand?” She looks down at her paper. Angel is looking at her reflection in a spoon. I look at the computer screen and see Dad zoning out with glassy eyes.


There’s a part of me that wants to give them the answer they want to hear. They want me to say something reality TV–friendly like “honesty” or “humor” or “unpredictable.” They want me to be the kind of character that makes unscripted TV so watchable. But unfortunately for them, the part of me that wants to give them what they want to hear always loses as soon as I open my mouth.


“Fat,” I say matter-of-factly. “My brand is Fat.”


My answer lingers like one of our dearly departed, floppy-eared old beagle Sunny’s stinky farts on a hot summer night.


More silence. I am the elephant in the room.


“That’s your answer,” Angel sneers. She blows a pocket of air from her mouth. “Wow. Your final answer is Fat?”


“I didn’t realize this was Jeopardy!” I reply. “But that’s right, Alex! My final answer is Fat.” I get up from the stool. “You know, we can brand that. I could have a whole line of Fat products. Fat-tastic milkshakes. Fat-tacular cheesecake. Fat-a-licious cookies. Just think of the possibilities!”


Angel gets up and storms out of the kitchen. Mom doesn’t even bother to write down my answer and quickly gives Dad an obligatory “I loveya” and hangs up.


As I stand there proud of myself, my thoughts turn to something even more satisfying. There are chocolate chip cookies that Mom has hidden in the back of the pantry, stuffed away for tomorrow’s Halloween party. And I am going to eat them. All of them.






2 As in Bruce Jenner of E! fame. Dad’s reverence for All Things Bruce is only dwarfed by my mom’s obsession with Bruce’s wife, Kris Jenner, reality momager extraordinaire.




THURSDAY, OCTOBER 31


“Why does everyone have to dress like a hooker on Halloween?” Angel is eyeballing the costumed partiers packed into our living room. “So typical.”


Angel says this, mind you, while she herself stands in black fishnets under a white minidress with a hemline that comes up to her hip flexors. She is five foot ten inches and weighs 119.3 pounds. (I know this only because she tells me every day what she weighs in each morning on a digital scale.)


Angel sneaks a look in the living-room mirror, pressing her chest together and squeezing it skyward with her hands like she was playing an accordion or something. “I don’t get it, Emery. Why are some people so desperate?”


“You’re not exactly dressed like a nun.”


“What?” Her eyes are still locked on the mirror. “I’m a nurse. So?”


The only thing indicating that she is supposed to be a nurse is her white hat with the Red Cross on the front. Otherwise she looks more like something out of a teenage boy’s perverted hospital fantasy that gives a whole new meaning to “health care provider.”


I have a very well thought-out theory about sexually risqué Halloween Ho’ness, which basically boils down to this: Girls like to dress like hos because on Halloween you want to be something that you are not. It is just not socially acceptable to dress like a prostitute. It is something you can’t be the other 364 days of the year, but it is totally fine on the night of October 31. And if a girl really is a ho, then on Halloween she dresses like more of a ho. I mean, everyone wants to be hot and sexy, and what’s the most over-the-top way to do this? Dress like a ho.


Girls shouldn’t be hated for Halloween Ho’ness. Instead, we should celebrate each other on this special night. Girls too often hate on other girls, and especially on Halloween. This should be the one night they don’t. But, alas, they do, and Angel is one of the haters, even though she is just as guilty as the rest of them.


Angel perceives her life to be everything that it is not. For example, she thinks she is fat, even though she is skinny. She thinks people love her, even though they talk crap behind her back. She thinks that her friends hang out with her because she is such an awesome person, but in actuality they do it because she is hot and thus hot guys hang around her and thus they hang out with her to meet said hot guys.


Robbie is Angel’s obnoxious man-candy date for the night. Robbie-meister is also “an aspiring model” according to his Facebook profile that I creeped on after meeting him. He puts his steroidal right arm around her and with his other hand presses his fake stethoscope on her cleavage.


“Hellooooo, nurse,” he growls. “Wanna play doctor?” Angel pushes him away and grimaces as if she is disgusted. Even though she is not. Robbie is twenty; Angel is eighteen. Their median emotional maturity: age six.


Angel presses her ample boobs together (again) and adjusts them (again), grunting in frustration because they won’t stay together like they do in the magazines. Angel has perfect breasts. Their shape, their size—everything is, well, off-the-rack perfect.


Her breasts are a big reason why she has been making $1,000 a day modeling swimsuits for the last two years. She has the best boobs my parents’ money could buy. After complaining for two years about being flatter than Kansas, Angel’s dream came true. They were her seventeenth birthday present last spring. Angel calls them “Thelma and Louise.”3


Mrs. Page across the street, the one who goes to church every Sunday at St. Boniface, thinks my mom is committing child abuse by letting a teenager get a boob job before her body has even fully developed. She said as much in a letter she left at our door when she found out a few months ago. Mom responded with her own, much shorter letter, reading, “Dear Mrs. Page, Go fu*# yourself. Love, Mrs. Jackson.”
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