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Praise for Conversations with the Fat Girl

“Filled with deliciousness, but its calories are far from empty. Liza Palmer has created, to borrow her own heroine Maggie’s phrase, a pink pastry box o’magic.”

—Gayle Brandeis, author of Fruitflesh: Seeds of Inspiration for Women Who Write and The Book of Dead Birds: A Novel

“In this touching story from Liza Palmer, Maggie learns to let go, move on, and—finally—trust herself. This is a from-the-heart debut you won’t soon forget!”

—Megan Crane, author of English as a Second Language and Everyone Else’s Girl

“This is the story about two best friends, boundary issues, and the unraveling of a shared history. Liza Palmer puts her finger delicately, yet forcefully, on the crucial moment in every failing freindship, the one where we must choose either to untangle and extricate ourselves or become erased by our own compliance.

—Amanda Stern, author of The Long Haul

“Conversations with the Fat Girl is a wry, dry, and ultimately winning novel featuring a saucy heroine to whom all girls (fat and thin) will relate: Maggie starts out looking for excuses, but ends up finding herself.”

—Wendy Shanker, The Fat Girls’ Guide to Life



For my mom



The risk it takes to remain tight inside the bud
is more painful than the risk it takes to blossom.

—ANAïS NIN



CHAPTER ONE

Depends on the Size of the House

Why is a bulldozer in front of my house? There is a handwritten note pierced on the nail where my summer wreath once hung. The summer wreath now lies on the ground next to my front door. I coax my dog, Solo, back inside and pull the door closed.

Dear Tenant:

I hope this note finds you well. I have decided to turn the back house into a lap pool. Please vacate by the end of the week.

 

It is already Thursday. I keep reading.

 

It has been a pleasure being your landlord for the past three years and I wish you the very best of luck. Please let me know if you need a reference, as I would be honored to let everyone know what a great tenant you were. Thank you.

Sincerely, 
Faye Mabb, landlord 6

I hold the lime-green scalloped note in my hand and look to the front house. My landlady is notorious for stunts like this. I thought painting my house at 4 a.m. was bad, but nothing remotely compares with this. The bulldozer’s a nice touch.

I always thought I got lucky finding Faye Mabb’s back house: decent rent and a safe location. Over the last three years, I’ve learned to keep my head down and stay out of her way.

I squeeze past the dusty bulldozer and walk the fifty or so feet to Faye’s front door. Note in hand, I ring her doorbell. Faye opens the door quickly. I know she has been watching the events of the morning unfold through a crack in her yellowing curtains.

“I’m tearing down that back house,” Faye burbles through the metal screen door.

“My house? How can you tear down my house?” The note is now wet with my perspiration. The tips of my fingers are starting to turn a grainy lime-green color.

“In forty-eight hours,” Faye says. Even through the metal screen door I can see she is decked out in full regalia. Her white-rimmed sunglasses are perched atop her ratted bottle-blond hair. She is wearing her usual floral, skirted bathing suit, folds of tanned, leathery flesh cascading out top and bottom.

“You can’t kick me out in forty-eight hours. I’ve got nowhere to go.” I have my hand on the cold, metal screen door.

“Maybe you and your little dog can live in that Fancy New Car of yours.” Faye gestures out toward the street with her mass of teased hair.

“At least give me a week. I can find a place in a week.” Faye is swirling the ice in her ever-present highball, poking at the cubes with her bejeweled fingers.

“Fine. A week.” Faye cocks her head back and takes a long look at me.

“Thank you.” I oblige. The ice cubes flutter around the glass excitedly as her hands shake with glee . . . glee or the first stages of liver failure. Fingers crossed for liver failure.

“But the bulldozer stays.” And then she slams the door.

I back away slowly and continue to the street, where my Fancy New Car awaits.

For now, the best way to deal with this is not to deal with it at all. I get in my Fancy New Car, leave my soon-to-be-demolished life, and head toward my mom’s house, which rests in the hills overlooking the Rose Bowl.

Pasadena, a suburb just outside Los Angeles, bursts with scenes straight from the California postcards off the spinning rack. Children playing outside, blond beauties in convertibles, and incredibly fit people running for fun, a pastime I never quite bought into. Rumor has it that each year thousands of people move to Pasadena after watching the Rose Parade. But I grew up here and could never imagine living anywhere else.

Even though Pasadena is several freeways away from LA proper, the religion of perfection is still widely practiced here. Walking into local malls or filling my car with gas, I have often felt like I’ve stumbled into a casting call for the newest sitcom: “Pretty Girl 4” or “Hunk 2.” If you’ve ever been told you’re beautiful or “should go into acting,” you end up here. This means the top 1 percent of the beautiful people in the nation are just walking around the city, willy-nilly. Then there are people like me, who anywhere else would be categorized as “normal.” But in LA, if you’re over a size 0 you’re just shy of a circus sideshow.

It’s the beginning of summer and I have the air-conditioning on in my Fancy New Car, a Volkswagen Beetle. A car that is neither Fancy, nor New. It’s just newer, and apparently fancier, than my last car. Somehow it has made Faye Mabb nervous that there may be some type of revolution a-brewin’.

Even in the confines of my air-conditioned car, I feel hot already. My long brown hair is up in its usual ponytail. I check myself out in the rearview mirror at a stoplight. I try to focus on the good. The brown eyes seem inviting, but are they almond-shaped because I am “exotic” or is it just my cheeks pushing them up so fiercely? My lips are full, which is a plus considering they are the gatekeepers to the gapped front teeth lurking behind them.

The V-neck T-shirt and Adidas workout pants are already sticking to my body. I swore I wouldn’t be here again. Hot and uncomfortable. I have made New Year’s resolution after New Year’s resolution swearing to lose weight once and for all by summer. Summer, with its tank tops and bathing suits dangling in front of me as the constant brass ring just out of reach. I want to be able to dress appropriately for the climate and not feel the need to hide under layers of clothes that are far too hot and way too confining. It is approximately two hundred degrees outside but I actually considered putting on my long black sweater over the shirt due to paranoia regarding back fat. What if I couldn’t control it by tugging and/or strategic lunch-table placement?

There is an implicit understanding that Mom is driven everywhere. She has her light brown hair done every four weeks, nails manicured every week, and is presented with new, shiny baubles on every calendarable holiday by her beloved new husband. My mom has looked exactly the same for as long as I can remember. She stands a mere five foot two, and as I grew taller it became apparent that I got no genes from her side of the family. Like my sister, who’s possibly even shorter, Mom is physically tiny. Once again, it became apparent that I got no genes from her side of the family. Insulated in winter clothing, which in LA means a flirty sweater, my mom probably doesn’t tip the scales at a hundred pounds. But her presence cannot be missed. One raised eyebrow, one purse of the lips, and whole civilizations topple. I question my dependence on her. She has always been the family sounding board, and my sister and I have tried to be hers. I don’t trust this quake-ridden California earth, but I would walk sure-footed on my mother’s word.

She sits in the passenger seat fiddling with the seat belt as we drive to lunch at EuroPane. We discuss the cost of fighting Faye Mabb and her “eviction.” My mom is a divorce lawyer in town and begins the conversation by educating me on just how illegal Faye’s little eviction is. The question then becomes whether or not I want to stay.

“She was laughing and joking about me and the dog living in the back of my car,” I tell my mother as we order at the counter.

Wooden tables and chairs dot the bakery’s cement floor. It’s the wafting smells of fresh bread and pastries rather than flourishes of decor that make this bakery a great destination.

“Joking about you having to live in the back of the car? She said that? Asshole.” Mom takes a bite of her strawberry yogurt parfait as I make an apologetic face at the server. When my two nieces were learning to speak, the family feared their first word would be asshole, based on its ample usage by their dear, doting Grammy.

“I’ve been meaning to get out of there anyway. This is just a way of nudging me out earlier. I’m okay with it. I really am.” My voice cracks as I pull two diet sodas out of the self-serve refrigerator and rig my chair so my back will face the wall.

“Everything is going to be okay—better than okay.” Mom stirs in her granola.

“I know . . . I know.”

I think about languid Sundays with coffee brewing and Solo at the foot of my bed. The Household Chore Chart I made. I begin to cry. When Mom looks at me, I valiantly brush the tears away. I feel eight years old again.

“Change is hard,” Mom says.

“But it’s the only home Solo has ever really known. I mean she . . . she . . .”

“Solo is a dog. She’ll be fine. However hard this is, it will be so much better than what you’ve got now.”

“I can’t conceive of moving right now. Olivia’s wedding is coming up in less than two months. She’s my best friend, for chrissakes, and I can’t even get it together in time for her wedding? I am totally uprooting and . . . and when am I going to be able to start my new exercise and diet regimen? I’ve got a fucking bridesmaid’s dress to get into, for the love of God. I had my life a certain way, and now it’s totally . . . totally . . . this sucks.” Can a twenty-seven-year-old woman stomp her foot in public?

Frustrated and ready to move on, Mom changes the subject and we begin discussing possible outfits for Olivia’s wedding. This brings up a sore subject. I am going to be nowhere near where I want to be for that wedding. Another date that comes and goes as I fail miserably. I can see the red circle around the wedding date now. Mom assures me we’ll find a dress. I stopped looking in mirrors a long time ago because I never liked what I saw. I want to look nice and be comfortable. I can’t do that if I’m still where I am now. I start having flashbacks of my freshman year in high school when Mom said those same words: “We’ll find a dress.” Sometimes a sow’s ear is just a sow’s ear.

His name was John Sheridan. (Yes, The John Sheridan. Every high school has one, different name perhaps, but they all have one.) His blue eyes were only accentuated by dark hair, a body with broad shoulders that tapered into a perfect V at the waist. He was at the top of the junior class, played water polo, and actively dated the mythical Caroline Pond. (Yes, The Caroline Pond. Every high school has one.) John began tutoring me in French class. Tutoring, speaking, dating, kissing, you’ve got to start somewhere. All I knew how to say was “Je ne comprends pas,” which means “I don’t understand.” I argued this was the only sentence I needed to survive. I liked the class for two reasons: The John Sheridan and the crêpes our teacher, Madame Hart, made every Thursday.

During one of our tutorials, John mentioned that Caroline Pond couldn’t go to the homecoming dance. Her parents were receiving some volunteer award the same night as homecoming. Caroline had to go to the Volunteer Gala Ball Fund-Raiser, and John was left out in the cold.

John Sheridan must have seen me as a project of sorts. I was so asexual, no one would think his relationship with Caroline Pond was on the rocks if he took me to the dance. On top of this, he was known for his charity work. Going to the dance with me would be just another day at the soup kitchen. Pushing this ugly truth aside, I paraded around like I had landed the date of a lifetime. I was going to homecoming with The John Sheridan, the only man alive to look good in a Speedo. Now, what was I going to wear?

At first, Mom, my older sister, Kate, and I naively looked in the Young Women’s department. I was not looking forward to a day of taking off my clothes, trying on dresses, and enduring my mom and random salesladies asking “how everything is.” To keep the shopping experience from becoming a complete fiasco, I pointed out some problem with each dress. I looked fat. And each dress only accentuated that. But I couldn’t say that to my Mom. It would break her heart. She couldn’t fix that I saw myself as fat. I felt horrible every time she tossed another possibility over the slatted door of the dressing room. I’d always feared that hell was really some type of Orwellian reality in which I would be damned forever to the harsh lights, 360-degree mirrors, and those damn slatted doors of department store changing rooms. So I only told her about things she could fix. That way at least my mom stayed unbroken. “My boobs don’t fit” was always a popular reason. Who could argue with that? “It’s tight in the arms” was also safe. For some reason, “tight in the arms” was not as hard hitting as, “I’m a fat fuck, Mom. Just wrap me up in a tarp, put some lipstick on me, and roll me in the direction of The John Sheridan.”

We finally found what we were looking for in the Mother of the Bride department: a tight pink crêpe dress with a dropped waist and Peter Pan collar. Pleats fell down the front of the dress. Mom said they drew the eye away from my Area, a term I used when referring to my ever-burgeoning belly. Of course pleats drew the eye away; that would tend to be the case when one’s eyes had so many other places on which to feast. It was not my first choice, but first-choice outfits didn’t come in my size. We bought the dress.

John drove us to a local Italian restaurant that Caroline had recommended. Apparently, Caroline Pond “recommended” a lot. Throughout our dinner, almost every one of John’s sentences started with “Caroline says,” as he parroted some Pond Bit o’Wisdom. When he wasn’t repeating something verbatim that Caroline said, he stared at the breadbasket in the center of the table, tapping his fingers on the large diving watch that dwarfed his left arm. I sat before him like a child before a magician—waiting for him to perform as I had always dreamed. But I was disappointed. It was like catching that same magician smoking a cigarette and bouncing a buxom trapeze artist on his knee out behind the big top.

By the time the waitress asked if we’d like to see the dessert menu, I was actively mourning The John Sheridan I had come to love: The John Sheridan who had the personality I put together out of various S. E. Hinton characters with sprinkles from the Knights of the Round Table. The John Sheridan who sat before me now at this tiny Italian restaurant somewhere in the San Gabriel Valley was nothing like my creation. He didn’t smoke cigarettes he rolled himself, and I doubt he even knew the first thing about swordplay to defend my honor.

The night ended with us driving by Caroline Pond’s house to see if she was home from her Volunteer Gala Ball Fund-Raiser. She was. I waited in the car for thirty minutes while Caroline told John about her evening, so John could recount every detail back to me on the long ride home. John yelled to Caroline that he would be back in “twenty” and hopped in the car. As we pulled into the driveway of my house, I remember thinking how awkward these last moments were going to be. What was the end of a date like? Is this where he would finally unveil the real John Sheridan? I tried to remember every detail so I could retell the story of my first kiss to Olivia. Olivia who had set her sights on Ben Dunn, the senior starting quarterback who made The John Sheridan look like The Hunchback of Notre Dame and was famous for referring to girls he had been with as “They’ve Been Done by Ben Dunn.” Classy.

I sat still in the passenger seat trying to put what I thought was my best kiss-me face on. I remember pouting my lips a little and slightly glazing over my eyes. In retrospect, it must have looked like I was having a small stroke.

John quickly announced that he had fun but it was getting late, so . . . Had he learned nothing from his days at the Round Table? John leaned over and wrapped one single arm around my shoulder as his car idled loudly. He then proceeded to pat at my back like an impatient mom burping her full-to-bursting new baby. I kept both arms at my side and just sat there, floating above what was happening. Did he not want to give me the wrong idea? I floated back down just in time for one last pat. I pressed a smile out and stepped from the car. Did he think he just gave me some big, beautiful moment I would cherish and retell at family dinners? Could he have possibly thought it was anything but awkward and embarrassing for both of us? No, John Sheridan believed he had given me the thrill of a lifetime. I just felt robbed.

“Why don’t you give yourself a fucking break?” Mom snaps me out of my walk down Memory Lane.

At this point, a small blond family turns around.

“Could you hold it down?” I beg.

“You never give yourself a break. You’re going to drive yourself crazy if you live like this for the next couple of months. The wedding is not about you. It’s about Olivia and Adam. I know this is completely foreign to you, but a lot of people think you’re pretty amazing looking.” Mom sips her diet soda and glares at the small blond family, a Pasadena fixture.

“What about my house?” I whimper.

“What about it? You’ve outgrown it, Maggie. Faye Mabb did you a favor. The only favor she’ll ever do anyone, I’m sure.”

On the way home from dropping Mom off, I allow myself to imagine my new home: an airy summer cottage with hardwood floors and tons of windows. I begin switching radio stations, desperate to find the correct soundtrack for my vision. The chiffon draperies dance in the wind as classical music lilts through thick Craftsman-style walls. (Do all of the radio stations play advertisements at the same time?) In the fantasy, I walk out on the porch with my mug of steaming coffee, put my hand on the aged gray banister, and look out at the lush flora and fauna as the sun slowly rises in the dewy morning hours. A song finally comes on that I enjoy. I tap along on the steering wheel, quietly humming to myself.

Who needs that shithole of a house I’m living in now, anyway? Truth is, it really isn’t all that great. The water pressure feels like a slow piss. I have to share my residence with thousands of spiders. I have visions of myself sleeping at night with them, not Solo, at the foot of my bed. Solo was miserable in that backyard being tortured by the legions of cats and their devil offspring.

Faye’s back house was the first place I ever lived by myself. I paid the rent, the water, and the phone bill by myself. I have to believe I’ve got more of that in me. Somehow losing this house has become the queen of all my other unaccomplished goals and red-circled failures. Surely I can find a new place to live.

I pull into an office supply store. Once inside, I ask the man behind the counter if he thinks I can pack a whole house with just thirty-six boxes.

“Depends on the size of the house,” he says. His vest is hanging on his body as if management throws them on their employees in some warped party game gone horribly awry.

“I’m not packing the actual house, you know,” I say, noticing his name is Dennis, who according to the enlarged mug shot on the wall behind him is the newly crowned Employee of the Month.

“Yeah, I . . . I’m saying that if you got a big house, you pro’ly have a lotta stuff. Little house . . .” He trails off, as any Employee of the Month would.

“Little stuff. I get it.”

I buy all thirty-six boxes, thank the Employee of the Month, and cart the boxes out to my car. I stop at the local health food store and pick up the only unhealthful things inside: ginger cookies, chocolate stars, and the closest thing to a soda I can find. I grab a couple of apples on the way to the counter and some cans of tuna. That way the guy at the checkout might not notice the bad stuff. Then I throw in a different type of soda—a mandarin orange soda. Now he’ll think I’m shopping for a roommate: a roommate who enjoys mandarin orange soda, ginger cookies, and chocolate stars. I’ll tell him I’d like these items bagged separately.

I pull down my street feeling newly empowered. For three long years, I begged Faye Mabb to treat me civilly. For three long years, I had to park my car on the street, even though Faye Mabb’s long, sacred driveway sat unused after she stopped driving altogether.

Today I will pull into The Sacred Driveway right behind the bulldozer. Faye stands in all of her bathing-suited finery at the edge of the driveway, trowel in one hand, the other held akimbo at her withering, pachyderm hips.

“Can I help you?” I ask, opening the trunk of my Fancy New Car.

“You’re supposed to park out front,” Faye says, her tongue pushing at the corners of her tight-lipped mouth in search of loose bits of saliva.

I straighten my back and breathe deeply.

“Yeah, well, about that. Since I’m going to be moving out, I figure I should have full access to The Driveway. I can’t start moving my stuff out if I’m parked all the way out on the street, now can I?” I realize my arms are frozen in a game-show hostess manner and The Driveway is now behind Door Number Two.

“You just pulled in,” Faye manages to say as she digs out the loose saliva from the corners of her mouth and proceeds to investigate.

“I bought these boxes and I have to take them all the way into the house,” I say, pointing to my destination one foot away from where I am standing. Suddenly all the way seems exaggerated.

“So take them in and then move the car.” Faye flicks the saliva from her fingers, then bends down to weed her bed of tulips, giving me enough visual material to populate every nightmare I will ever have.

I think about it for one second. What is she going to do? I’ve already been evicted and I know I can take her if it comes down to that.

“I’m going to keep my car parked here,” I say.

The wind blows my hair over my shoulder, and I imagine the slow-motion shot of a girl victorious walking into her house. One foot falls in front of the other, hips locking into place. Faye Mabb standing there, throwing her fist to the sky, arms flapping like the bat she is, and saying, “That girl. Who can control that girl?” My Fancy New Car will stay there as a reminder to Faye of the dawning of a new age.

It’s all fun and games until a few hours later when Faye’s son, Stan, stops by and blocks my Fancy New Car in The Sacred Driveway. I now have to knock on Faye’s door and beg Stan to move his car, promising never to raise my voice to his harpy of a mother ever again.

I decide to put a call into Olivia on my cell phone as I get in my car to leave for work. The battery is low, so this will be a short call. I am already ten minutes late, and I’ll hear about my tardiness throughout my entire five-hour shift at the coffeehouse. My manager, Cole, will see to that.



CHAPTER TWO

Thar She Blows

Olivia Morten and I met when we were twelve years old. We found each other in physical education class. Olivia and I would stand against the chain-link fence and watch as the team captains chose every other student, until it got down to the two “fat girls.” At that age, this just meant I was developing earlier than all the other girls. Olivia, on the other hand, was officially overweight—even at the age of twelve. As the agonizing minutes passed, we were eventually chosen and promptly benched.

At first I hated Olivia. People began to lump us together as one single Fat Entity—moving about the playground in an amoeba-like fashion, glomming onto groups of people at will. Before Olivia came along, the cliques of girls at my school tolerated me. I convinced myself I was on the outside because I was a little chunkier than most. I never once took into consideration that they just might not like me. With Olivia, I was now part of a new club I didn’t want to belong to. I imagined there was this constant deliberation about the “fat girls.” Olivia couldn’t run, but she could catch and throw. I could never catch and throw, but I could run. Who was the better athlete? Who was more agreeable? Who was more desperate? I never questioned whether these scenarios were based on actual facts. Once you’re labeled in school, no amount of factual information can unstick it from your psyche.

When it was just me, I was never under such a microscope. Before Olivia, I would position myself just outside a group of popular girls, craning to hear the latest gossip and noteworthy fashion tips. I laughed when they laughed and sputtered nonsense when they spoke to me. But it worked. It worked for me and my twelve-year-old fantasy of what friendship was supposed to be. As the months passed, I found myself forever on the outside of the group at the end of that picnic table, craning my neck and never getting any closer. I wanted to be popular. I wanted the life they led. The valentines. The designer clothes. The pack of friends.

Olivia was cocky for a twelve-year-old. Hers was always the first hand to go up after any question. I heard she beat up Reed Anderson in fifth grade for calling her out in kickball. I found myself drawn to that. Day after day, after spending my obligatory time at the end of the popular table, I would walk up to Olivia with her tinfoil-wrapped soda. She was consistently flippant and never once asked me to sit down. One day, I motioned for her to scoot over, and she begrudgingly obliged. I tried complimenting her lunch. I tried gossiping about the other girls. Nothing. Then one day I cracked a joke about squirrels and our math teacher and for the first time I made Olivia Morten laugh. I held this position in her life for the next fifteen years.

By the time we reached our high school years, we had developed a rich fantasy life. One of our favorites took place in an upscale, imaginary bar in Old Town Pasadena. Olivia and I, both pounds lighter and under the tutelage of a well-respected stylist, toast with our flutes of bubbling champagne and scan the room. Mary Benicci, Gretchen Bliss, and Shannon Shimasaki enter the imaginary establishment. Our hatred of Mary Benicci, Gretchen Bliss, and Shannon Shimasaki bridged both the imaginary and real worlds. They were on the high school swim team, had dates to every dance, shopped at the mall, and had pictures mounted on their dressers of all the events they attended with their endless ranks of smiling, tanned-faced friends.

The fantasy would inevitably turn to revenge. The threesome of she-devils enter the bar to our raised flutes of champagne. We turn around slowly. The record screeches to a halt (it appears there is now a circa-1970 record player in this establishment). The years have not been kind to the threesome. Mary is “intimately corresponding” with prison inmates. Gretchen refuses to admit that her high school sweetheart has been seen canoodling with an as-yet-unnamed man and Shannon has gained approximately three hundred pounds, causing her friends to worry she’s “eating herself to death.” Our equally fit lovers—The John Sheridan, now a veterinarian, and Ben Dunn, a movie star—join us. John and Ben chime in as we point at Shannon Shimasaki’s stomach, squealing, “Looks like you’ve found what we lost,” at the top of our lungs, gales of our laughter filling the restaurant. We then ooh and ahh at Mary Benicci’s proclivity for prison inmates and shudder at the thought of turning a straight man gay. This all takes place as “our men” both break down in tears as they propose marriage in tandem on bended knee.

Back in our sweaty, pimple-ridden real world, Olivia and I ordered up our usuals at a local fast-food eatery and tried to forget a future both of us knew would never happen.

By the time Olivia and I went off to college, she could be officially classified as “morbidly obese.” I was gaining ten to fifteen pounds a year pretty steadily, but I had to go some to catch up to Olivia. We spent four years at University of California at Berkeley hiding in the library and driving across the Golden Gate Bridge late at night—she told me it made her feel weightless.

One night during our senior year, Olivia drove me to the entrance of the Golden Gate Bridge. She parked the brand-new car her parents gave her for getting whatever it was she did to have her parents lavish gifts on her. We got out of the car and headed to the walkway of the big orange bridge. It was a freezing night in San Francisco, but the wind felt good and the city smelled wonderful. I looked down at the water and saw the lights of the city twinkling back at me. Olivia was leaning over the fence and down at the water below. A passing car of young males with nothing better to do honked and yelled out, “Thar she blows.” Olivia straightened herself and turned to me. Her blond hair was now dyed a more sunflower color with beautiful highlights. Her skin had cleared up nicely, and she was dressed in the height of plus-size fashion. But at that angle, on that night, on that bridge, she was still just another fat girl. I was good at giving advice and picking Olivia up after these kinds of comments, but I could never follow these prescriptions myself. Had someone yelled that at me, I would have been deciding whether to just go right over the side of the bridge. While Olivia dressed to get attention, I made a promise to myself to blend in to the background as much as possible.

My life is about never putting myself into that situation. I never call attention to myself. That is the code I live by. I don’t go into movie theaters late. I don’t buy tank tops. I don’t sing along with the car radio. I try never to walk in front of anyone. I constantly pull at my clothes. I walk with my eyes to the ground. I constantly apologize for myself. I don’t like hugs. I don’t look in mirrors. I don’t smile in pictures because of a possible double-chin incident. It boils down to this: If I am invisible, no one can make fun of me.

Olivia didn’t have the ability to become invisible. Her sheer size made her the epitome of visible. But it was visibility at a distance. You couldn’t avoid looking at her and how big she had gotten. But you also couldn’t touch her or get close to her because of how big she’d gotten.

That night, I remember smiling at her and coming toward her. I had my whole speech planned; I was even working on a joke about how at least they were well read enough to make an obscure whaling reference here in San Francisco. She tilted her head back so that I could see her take a slow swallow. I could see her breath in the cold night air as she finally exhaled. Olivia was never one to talk about the pain we shared or the shame we carried with us. I never said a word.

The next day, she made the calls to set up her gastric bypass surgery.

“Hey Olivia, it’s me,” I trail off on her answering machine, thinking that maybe she’ll pick up after hearing who it is.

She does. “Wait!” Olivia picks up huffing and puffing.

“What are you doing?” I squeal.

“I was bringing groceries in. What’s going on?” I can hear the crinkles of a bag in the background.

I imagine my best friend now. It’s been five years since the surgery. After the first round, going under the knife became second nature to Olivia. She went in for two more plastic surgeries to “correct” certain problems and side effects of the surgery. Her goal: the elusive size 2.

Her hair is perfect. A blond, messy shag that takes forty-five minutes to look like it’s right out of the shower and windblown to perfection. She has dark brown eyes that until recently went unnoticed because they were hidden by bangs, excess flesh, or her habit of never looking anyone in the eye. She is probably wearing full eye makeup and just a swipe of pink lip gloss. I can see her pressed white peacoat and camel shift dress now. Olivia swore she would never wear black once she started losing weight. I’ve never seen so much as a black barrette in her perfect blond hair.

But she’s still my Olivia. The tinfoil-wrapped colas are still her history, just as they are mine. Her life is now eerily mirroring our high school fantasies. I just thought it would involve me more.

“I have to move in one week,” I say, turning down Colorado Boulevard.

“Girl, you should have moved a long time ago.” I can hear cans being put on tile counters and cabinets being open and closed. The contents of those cans will be eaten one tablespoon at a time.

“Yeah, I know. I just feel a little guilty because this is happening right now. With the wedding and everything,” I say.

“Oh, don’t worry; it won’t affect me. Come on, now, that’s crazy talk,” Olivia says.

“Right . . . right. How’s Adam?” I stop at a red light and watch the minutes pass. I’m sure Cole is doing the exact same thing right now.

“Fabulous. He’s in India for some Doctors Without Borders thing.” Olivia sighs.

Olivia met Dr. Adam Farrell when he was the featured speaker at a PR event she put on for his hospital. It was almost a full year and half after she graduated from Berkeley and nearly two years after the surgery that changed her life forever. Dr. Farrell flew in from Washington, DC, and when Olivia met him at the airport she knew then that he was the man she would marry. She still has the sign she held at the airport with the words DR. FARRELL. I hear it will be on display at the wedding. She will probably have armed guards surrounding it. They were engaged a few years later, and not too long after, Olivia packed up her West Coast life and moved three thousand miles away.

“I’m coming out to Pasadena this weekend. We’re looking at the wedding site and meeting with the event planner one more time. She keeps saying she can’t do Italian café lights, but I know she can. Remember that wedding we saw the summer before college? They had Italian café lights, so she can go fuck herself. I’ll hang them myself if I have to.” Olivia has been studying the Pasadena City Hall gardens since she was fifteen years old, and she has always counted on the fabled Italian café lights. Usually upscale Pasadena brides choose the venerable Ritz-Carlton for their wedding festivities, but for some reason Olivia has always set her sights on the Pasadena City Hall gardens. It’s as if she wants some kind of public exhibition of her success. Everyone in town can witness a wedding at the gardens. Everyone in town can see Olivia in her tiny dress, with her perfect man and the fucking Italian café lights.

“You’re flying?” I ask, remembering the last time she flew here from her new home in Washington, DC, she needed a cocktail of Valium and anti-anxiety pills, chased with two shots of straight vodka, just to get on the plane.

“Yes, I’m flying.”

“We won’t dwell on it. I’m sure you’ll be fine,” I say, knowing she will crash and die in a fiery explosion and that she’ll have several long minutes to think while plummeting to her death. I, too, am a little shaky about the whole flying thing. Olivia and I finalize the details of her weekend visit as I park behind the coffeehouse and ready myself for the explanation of a lifetime.



CHAPTER THREE

“Choose a Man from Among You to Come Fight Me”

Joe’s Joe for the Average Joe is in the newly gentrified Playhouse District of Pasadena. The coffeehouse was refurbished about eight years ago. Most of the architecture and decor were kept the same as in the early 1960s, when it was a local greasy spoon. The vinyl booths exhale as the clientele slide themselves across, and the smell of fifty-year-old grease is an accepted part of the ambience. The counter area was redone so people could order then seat themselves. Better for them, better for us. I started working here the summer after I got my master’s in museum studies from San Francisco State University. This was supposed to be a summer job. After two years, I still begin every shift by questioning what I really want to do when I grow up. Instead I just keep asking whether that four-dollar coffee will be for here or to go.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I say, walking past the counter not making eye contact with anyone.

“That’s three nights in a row you’ve been late. I don’t want to give you The Talk. But The Talk is what you shall have if it happens again.” Cole has his hands on the counter, a washrag pinned underneath as though I have caught him midclean. His voice raises every hair on the back of my neck. As I turn to begin my excuses, Cole is ready. His arms are now across his wide chest, washrag dangling, eyebrows raised, mouth slightly open. Cole in a nutshell.

Cole Trosclair seemingly had it all in high school. Now he is just an ex-football-jock with old jerseys dotting his daily wardrobe. But I still feel I’m intruding on him in some sexless, work-colleague kind of way after two long years. If I were skinnier, he’d be nicer. If I were quicker with the jokes, he’d be my friend. I have visions of him defending me in the glow of his television late at night at one of his sports parties, a bunch of guys sitting around talking about titties. Cole defending me, saying, “If you just got to know her,” and the other guys nodding.

Do I have to wait until I am officially in the right to toss yet another rock at this Goliath? At some point, isn’t that rock supposed to catch him between the eyes and I am free? Is there some other version of the story where Goliath is champion?

“Wasn’t that technically The Talk?” I say, my tiny pebble hurtling through the air.

“Yes, it was. Now, let’s never have it happen again, young lady.” Cole picks up his espresso and leans back on the counter, my tiny pebble landing at his feet.

“I got kicked out of my house,” I say, emerging from the back room as I tie my apron around my waist.

“You’re still fifteen minutes late.” Cole yawns.

“Can you lay off for one second? Huh? I . . . got . . . kicked . . . out. And I have one week to find a new place.” I pause but Cole says nothing. I continue. “Anything?”

“Fine. Why did you get kicked out?” Cole acquiesces.

“She says she’s putting in a lap pool,” I say, pushing my chest out in some desperate knee-jerk reaction.

“Do you believe her?”

“What’s not to believe? There’s a bulldozer in front of my door,” I say, diving chest-first into a pot of fresh coffee.

“Poor, stupid, little Maggie . . .”

He called me little.

“She’s trying to get you out with no argument,” Cole continues.

I look over the coffeepot in time to see Domenic Brown amble into the empty coffeehouse, his black hair flipping just right. Little flips right by the ears. Little flips I just want to bite off, they’re so perfect. His pale skin only accentuates those dark features. His pants are low-slung, and I can see that brown leather belt just peeking out where his thrift store, secondhand T-shirt is hitched up in the back.

I cock my head a little to the right. I’ve found, through hours of practice in the privacy of my own bathroom, this makes me look skinnier. The mirror on the back wall—that’s what makes me look fat. No practice necessary for that little revelation.

I try to smile as offhandedly as I can. No big deal, just saying hi. Just being breezy, brother.

“Could I get a hot lemon toddy, please?” A tiny blond woman stands before me. Did I miss Domenic’s smile back? Did he even smile back?

“For here or to go?” I stammer to this blond saboteur as I get my last glimpse of Domenic walking through the swinging back door.

“Here, please.”

I move away from the counter and stare at Domenic doing his usual routine before he comes on shift. His real name is Domenico. I was in the office late one night and caught a glance at (okay, ransacked) his file, and found his W-2 form. Later, I offhandedly asked him where his name came from. He explained that his grandmother is a sculptor and suggested they name him Domenico, after Michelangelo’s teacher. I remember sighing and maybe fainting. It’s all such a blur.

I would love to call him Domenico. To be the only one who could. For now I’ll call him Domenic. He grabs an apron as he eyes the radio and judges the previous busboy’s taste in music, usually ending with an eye roll. He finishes tying his apron while flipping through his own CDs. He puts one in and presses PLAY while grabbing the plastic bin for dirty dishes. He opens the door and . . .

Cole trains his deep-set blue-green eyes on a foursome at the counter who are obviously on their way to the Pasadena Playhouse down the block. I pass the blond her hot toddy, and she tips us a nice fat quarter. We’ll all eat like kings tonight. Domenic Brown floats by and shoots me that crooked grin of his. Damn, that boy has mastered breezy.

“What can I get you?” Cole is speaking to no one in particular. Everyone in the coffeehouse infers he is speaking to the foursome, as they are first in line.

“Just one second, please.” The leader of the foursome speaks to Cole in a way that you shouldn’t speak to Cole.

Cole leans back on the counter and slowly picks up his espresso mug.

“She’s not tearing it down,” Cole says through sips.

“What?” I am imagining biting off flips of perfect dark hair and whispering Domenico.

“She’s not really tearing it down.” Cole raises his voice and turns his body so that he is squaring me off. I almost look to the uptight foursome for help. Do I digress and agree that Cole is now an expert in landlady pathology?

“And where is this coming from?” I ask.

“I just know. She’s just batty enough to make up some crazy shit like that.”

“And you know this because . . .”

“I’m just saying,” Cole interrupts.

“Sir? I’d like . . .” The leader of the foursome starts in when there is a perceived lull.

“Why do you care anyway?” I ask. Knowing when to stop talking about something has never been one of my strengths.

“Sir?” the leader of the stylish foursome interjects.

Cole picks up his espresso mug, which looks like a child’s tea set piece in his mitt of a hand, makes eye contact with the man, and turns his back on my question and me.

“I think we’re ready over here,” the man stutters.

Cole has won. The man is now half the man he was when he walked in. Cole sets down his espresso mug and once again lifts his eyebrows, opens his mouth just enough, and crosses his arms across his wide chest, washrag dangling. I count five “sorrys,” three “if you don’t minds” and a whopping six “when you get the chances.”

The foursome tips Cole an extra five dollars. All I can think about is my question hanging in the air. Unanswered and deafening.

“D. Brown, get your scrawny ass out here.” Cole acts like we’re all in the locker room right before the big game and we’ve all got fancy nicknames.

Domenic walks out of the back room with a plastic bin under one arm, head tilted up, questioning. There is nothing extraordinary about him. He is not someone people would label as beautiful. But as Cole sets down his espresso teacup, Domenic Brown never picks up his pace or apologizes for being ten minutes later than I was. I am smitten.

“Did you see that album I left for you?” Cole asks.

Cole is one of these guys who still calls CDs albums. On a good day, when feeling particularly hip, he’ll call them LPs. Those are days of wonder.

“I liked the hit in song five, the obscure Won-G the Haiti Boy song was unexpected, and I really liked the bridge on the hidden track,” Domenic says, busying himself refilling the many sugars that a California coffeehouse offers: Raw, Bagged, Fake, Cubed Raw, Cubed White . . . the mind reels.

“Hidden track?” I ask. I know damn well what a hidden track is, but I have to get in on this conversation. Now, Haiti Boy, I have no idea.

“Sometimes bands will put a song at the end of their CD and won’t tell anyone, or let it be programmed in. It’s actually nice if you don’t know about it.” Domenic’s pants are pooching out in the back as he bends over to grab the larger sugar boxes from underneath the condiment stand. I am not breathing. This is my favorite time of day. I call it my Guess Which Boxers Domenic Brown, My Future Husband, Is Wearing game. I’m working on shortening the name, but for right now let’s just stick with that. The audience is quiet. The drumroll . . . the suspense is killing me. The bend. The squat. Light blue with a Scottish plaid waist. Nice. Very nice. Worth the wait.

“I live by that shit,” Cole says into his mug, hitting the t in shit with particular vigor.

“It’s equivalent to the B sides of the twentieth century, you know,” Domenic says. It is difficult to keep my head cocked at just the right angle and still be mindful of my reflection in the mirror behind me as Domenic talks.

I tend to wear shirts that fall over my apron, even though I secretly know this makes me look bigger than I am. That way there is no illegal tucking involved. Not only is my Area the problem, but also now a whole extra piece of thick fabric is added to the mix. The logic is that maybe people will think it’s all apron. Of course, there are no Ass Aprons on the market, and therefore this is left to the eye of the beholder.

“Give me an example.” I am going to draw this conversation out until the very bones of it lie decomposing at my feet.

“Okay, I’ll tailor one for you.” Cole thwarts my plan by interrupting.

“I hate to intrude, but is there someone here who can clean off one of those tables out front?” A much-too-old man stands before us in a full, tight . . . oh so tight . . . bicycle outfit.

“Hey, Domenic, you’re the busboy, go bus.” Cole lifts his eyebrow.

“Yeah, I guess I am.” Domenic puts the canisters of sugars back under the condiment stand, slams the small door, picks up his bin, and follows the man out front, not turning around once.

“Why do you have to talk to him like that?” I say.

“Like what?”

“You’re the busboy. Go bus?” I mimic his voice in the most patronizing, bossy way possible.

“Jesus, Maggie. This is a business. And when you’re in a business you have to talk fancy business talk . . . not puppies and kittens.”

“At no point did I want you to refer to a goddamn puppy or a kitten.” I am set on protecting my man.

“Why don’t we try not to have a sailor mouth in this family establishment, young lady,” Cole says.

“Oh, and Scrawny Ass is sweeping kindergarten classrooms across the nation? Remember? Scrawny Ass? Ass?”

“We’re not doin’ this.” Cole bangs the espresso out of the coffee handle and turns his back on me a second time.

I stand there one second too long with my mouth open, anticipating Cole’s next move. There isn’t one. His next move turns out to be ignoring me.

I storm into the back room in search of chocolate syrup and to get away from Cole and my hanging, belligerent questioning.

“Did you get my invite for Movie Night next week? I left it in your cubbie,” Peregrine says as she sits in the employee smoking section, which consists of three plastic white chairs and an upturned milk crate just outside the door to the back room. She extinguishes her cigarette on her boot and flicks it as far into the night as it can go. The word cubbie sounds ridiculous coming out of her mouth. Her dyed blue-black hair is twirled around in twenty buns all over her head. She is wearing a small, Japanese-style silk shirt with a black leather skirt.

Peregrine was born Leila Williams in a penthouse in Manhattan. She grew up among the fashion elite, her mother being a celebrated designer. When it was her turn to take her place next to her mother’s fur-clad throne, Leila moved to LA and renamed herself Peregrine, like the falcon. Peregrine says she transplanted herself here from New York to pursue a fashion career. No one ever questions this move, even though moving away from New York and her mother’s connections to pursue a fashion career seems a bit backward. After ten years, all she has to show for her dream is a mannequin in her living room sporting the same pinned Eisenhower jacket she’s had on display since she took it out of the moving van. She never talks about her deferred dream in a negative way, and no one dares to ask her what’s taking so long.

Over the years, Peregrine and I have become friends. Her Movie Nights, Poker Nights, Trivia Parties, and holiday get-togethers are legendary. She designs her own invitations and makes all of us feel like the party wouldn’t be the same without us. Peregrine is that person who brings everyone together. But after the cards are dealt and the beers are cracked open, you’ve got to be willing to listen. Peregrine will spin yarn after yarn about herself and never once look up and notice that you’ve slit your wrists and scrawled I AM NOT HAPPY in your own blood on the wall behind you. Still, within minutes you’re back to laughing and having a great time. After the night is through, you walk away remembering the night as the most fun you’ve had in a long time. I guess a night with Peregrine is what I’ve been told childbirth is like—you forget the pain and just remember the beauty of it all.

“Yeah, thanks. Can I let you know later if I can make it? What are you still doing here?” I ask, trying to change the subject. The memory of the last event still has some remnants of pain. The splendor of selective memory hasn’t kicked in yet.

“Getting a smoke in before the drive home. What was going on out there?”

“Nothing,” I say, searching for the chocolate syrup. The last thing I want to do is tell Peregrine about Cole being an asshole to Domenic and have him walk through the back door.

“Talked about nothing for a good long while.”

“I just don’t like how Cole talks to people sometimes,” I say on tippy-toes, reaching for the chocolate syrup.

“That’s just Cole. He’s a cranky son of a bitch. You can’t keep taking it personally, lamb. You know, when I first met Cole he was just coming off his big knee injury that cost him his scholarship. It’s talks like that where I know he’s just an embittered little old man who is pissed off about everything. It’s not just you.” I know Peregrine is right. This isn’t about who’s right or wrong. And I know this conversation will continue until I agree with her.

“I think he thinks he means it.” I pull down the syrup and begin to wipe the dust from the top of the can. I try to make my comment sound as offhanded as possible.

“Once again, he’s an asshole. You just can’t take it personally,” Peregrine says, taking her apron off and going into the back room, where the smoking employees leave the mouthwash.

“I’m not taking it personally. I just don’t like it,” I say over Peregrine’s gargles. She spits.

Peregrine stares at me from the bathroom. Silent. I know this look and I usually don’t like the sermon that inevitably follows.

“What?” I blurt, clutching my chocolate syrup to my bosom. The sooner we start this lesson, the sooner it’ll be over.

“You’ve always been so sensitive. I think it’s getting to the point where you’ve got to grow up a little. I mean Cole is Cole. I think you’re being a little self-centered.” I can’t fathom how I’m being called self-centered while the person telling me about this character flaw is staring at herself in the bathroom mirror. Peregrine tears herself away for one second to shoot me that matronly smirk of hers.

“For shit’s sake, Maggie, get back behind the counter.” Cole’s voice oozes into the back room.

I stare at Peregrine, not even turning around to see Cole. I can feel the back door swinging wildly from his entrance and exit. My eyebrows are so high they are now touching my hairline. I wait.

Peregrine steps out of the bathroom and straightens her shirt. I am holding on to that can of chocolate syrup like it is my firstborn. And yet I’m a little cocky. How could I not take that personally? I await her epiphany. She purses her lips and looks off into the distance.

“I’d better get back,” I say, turning.

“Ahhhh, sweet pea, he’s an asshole—you’re just so sensitive. Just think about what I said.” Peregrine sighs.

Unbelievable.
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