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For all the hole kids –
       you’re not alone.
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Here are the options for a girl like me.


Option A: Not mention it on the first date, or the second or third. We get to know each other, laugh, accidentally-on-purpose brush each other’s shoulders as we walk. We go to a movie and say stupid things during the dramatic scenes, and I look over and notice that you’re crying, and you look over and notice me noticing you crying, and we both pretend not to notice that the other person is noticing these things, but you take my hand, quietly and gratefully.


A fondness begins to well. A language begins to form, a gauze-webbed network of inside jokes. We text each other and are paralysed with terror from the moment we hit send until the phone buzzes back and our hearts begin to beat again. Our friends get sick of us. The world takes on a brightness that it only does for the specially loved. I start to wonder if you are The One, and I can see, gleaming in your eyes, the kernel of the notion that I am The One, too.


At some point you want to take the next step. The Big Step. Maybe we are at your parents’ house; maybe they are out of town; maybe you make some transparent excuse about showing me something in your bedroom and I say something brilliant like ‘OK’, and my heart is pounding, and I don’t know how to speak and it’s not until you close the door behind us with a faint click that I can say,


‘Um, Hypothetical Person?’


And you, running your hands down my sides hazily, fingers curling up through my blouse, murmur into my hair, ‘Mmm?’


‘There’s something I have to tell you,’ I say.


I lift up my shirt and you see it. It is egg-shaped, the Hole: an imperfect oblong just to the lower right of my navel, about the size of peach or a fist. It is perfectly smooth, sealed: a toroid tunnel of white skin. Peering through it, you can see the room behind me. You can read the titles on the bookshelf.


‘Whoa,’ you say.


‘Yeah,’ I say.


‘Holy shit,’ you say.


‘Yep,’ I say.


‘Does it hurt?’ you say.


‘No,’ I say.


‘What happened?’ you say.


‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I don’t know. I was born with it.’


And this is the moment I lose you.


Option B: I tell you up front.


I’m that semi-cute, flat-chested girl bagging groceries at the co-op: quiet, sarcastic, INTJ. I love biking and slushies and talking during movies. I’ve been drawing since I was little, and my mom’s a manic home DVD celebrity. Also, I have a giant, hermetically sealed hole in my torso that you could stick a fist through. Seventeen, non-smoker, virgin.


I don’t get many takers.
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My best friend and roommate Caroline sprawls over the edge of my bed, upside-down, pulling pastries one by one from a white paper bag. She’s stopped back at our apartment between her morning shift at Java Jane and our senior year kick-off beach party. It’s the Saturday before school begins, a humid North Carolina scorcher. Although it’s barely 9 a.m., Caro’s delicate skin is flushed from biking home in the punishing August heat, her hair a matted blonde mess of sweat and flyaways.


‘It’s not too late for you to come, you know,’ Caro says. ‘We could sneak you in. Emmeline’s dad does construction – we’ll build a wooden horse, Odysseus-style. Or tie you to the bottom of a sheep.’


‘Or just tie me to Emmeline.’


Caro eyes me.


‘Because she’s a sheep.’


Caro sticks her tongue out at me, upside-down. Thing 387 I love about Caro: her proclivity for dangling. Her mother tried for years to push her into gymnastics, trapeze, space camp, but Caro wasn’t interested. ‘I don’t want to make it a job,’ she said at age nine, hanging from the sofa with her hands on her small, plump hips. ‘I just like the way it makes my face feel.’ But this is still not compelling enough for me to spend eight sandy, miserable hours on a school-sponsored beach trip, hunched in a huge T-shirt while people I have classes with cavort half-naked in the water.


Caro sighs.


‘I wish you were coming,’ she says. ‘It’s only eight hours, and I want you to hang out with me. Me, your best friend Caroline, who you love the most.’


‘I do love you the most. But that is still eight hours longer than I want to be at the beach,’ I say, climbing on the bed beside her. I hang back over the edge, crane my neck toward the unvacuumed carpet, feel my spine slowly uncurling. ‘Fun and happiness are the polar opposite of everything I stand for. I might explode from sheer cognitive dissonance. Besides, Todd’s coming, and I don’t want to feel like a third wheel.’


‘You’re never a third wheel,’ Caro protests. ‘Todd loves you.’


‘I am a third wheel. Who also really hates the beach.’


‘What if,’ Caro says, ‘you came and spontaneously combusted from fun but timed it with the music so that it was the most epic beat drop of all time?’


‘Tempting,’ I muse. ‘But somehow not enough to make me violate my moral code.’


Caro begins sorting the day-old pastries onto our stomachs: three muffins, a broken cookie, too many scones. ‘Morgs, you won’t be a third wheel for ever. There’s someone out there who’s a perfect match for you.’


I resist the urge to roll my eyes. ‘I told you, this isn’t about not having a date.’


‘I’m just saying,’ she tells me. ‘A little optimism never killed anybody.’


I don’t respond. One of the awkward things about being permasingle is how it makes other people feel bad for you. I mean, sure. Sometimes, when I’m passing the make-out stairwell at school, or when I see couples smiling at each other on billboards advertising Mentos or whatever, I get this little aching twinge, sneeze-quick. The word, oh. Just that. As in, oh, wouldn’t it be nice. But it usually fades pretty fast. The thing is, I like me. I’ve been me my whole life, and I’m going to keep on doing it.


Caro’s phone chimes and she spills herself upward, hair and crumbs curling onto my duvet. ‘Hey,’ she says, brightly. ‘Yum Yum Situation is throwing an anti-back-to-school party tonight. Morgs, this is perfect! Come to this. You have to come to this.’


Yum Yum Situation is a local college band that specialises in power pop songs with atonal bass lines and tortured, insightful lyrics like ‘It’s not the size of the boat, it’s the motion of the— oh-oh!’ Her extremely boring boyfriend Todd, a freshman at NC State, plays the keyboard. They have parties in somebody’s dilapidated off-campus house every week, and every week I end up third-wheeling with Caro and Todd, or listening to somebody’s drunk girlfriend talk about how much she loves her boyfriend.


Caro snorts at my expression and bumps me with her hip. A muffin rolls off of her stomach and slides into the well where my black T-shirt stretches taut over the Hole.


‘Dear Morgs. Kindly come to this party because you’re getting that glassy, I-haven’t-interacted-with-humans-in-three-days look in your eye. Love, Caroline.’


‘Dear Caroline,’ I say. ‘I’ve interacted with, like, four humans already today.’


‘P.S. Not counting me.’


‘Three humans.’


‘Not counting your mother calling to yell at you about getting your shit together.’


‘In my defence,’ I say, ‘she counts as at least sixteen people.’


Caro checks her watch and sits up, scattering crumbs. ‘I’ve got to go catch the bus. I promised Angela I’d sit with her,’ she says. She points to my forehead. ‘Party. Think about it.’


‘Thinking,’ I say. ‘Bye.’


I lie on the bed for a long time after the door clicks shut, ears ringing in the sudden hush. Our empty apartment smells of turpentine, hollow and grey. Outside, distant traffic thrums through the August afternoon like a pulse. I sigh and push myself upright, brushing away cake and crumbs. Two days before senior year, when everyone else my age is loading up on school supplies and wondering if their crush will notice them this year and saying to each other ‘We’re seniors, I can’t believe we’re seniors’, I quietly collect myself off and drive, alone, to the medical clinic.


My social calendar is packed. Liaisons with old men in lab coats. Hot dates with cold exam tables. I have a pulmonologist, a cardiologist, a dermatologist, a gynaecologist, a renal specialist, a radiologist, a phlebotomist, a chiropractor and a host of wisecracking X-ray technicians, not to mention a general practitioner.


The Hole is nestled below and to the right of my navel. Its lip is soft and rubbery, lined with smooth, hairless flesh, my organs shifted neatly up and down and to the left, rearranged around the absence at my core. My posture could be better, and I think I’m missing a few abdominal muscles, but in nearly every regard, I’ve led a normal, healthy life: no broken bones, no cavities, no stints in an iron lung. The worst thing that’s happened to me health-wise was the time I contracted chicken pox and couldn’t find a way to scratch the bit between my descending colon and my small intestine in polite society.


I’ve been with my primary doctor, Dr Takahashi, for nearly ten years. We’ve been through everything together: I’ve cried about bad grades on this examination table, brought him drawings. He patiently gave me the facts when I was eleven and thought the fat little lumps of my breasts were cancer, and lost sleep when I hit a growth spurt at thirteen that we feared would stretch the Hole out until it exposed my spine, dissolving me into a human stew of raw nerves and vertebrae. He’s the only person I trust to touch the Hole – not my other doctors, not Caro, not even Mother since I was six and began to bathe alone.


Even so, there’s a barrier between us. He’s always washing his hands, donning gloves, never letting me in on his true thoughts or feelings. I sometimes want to say, ‘You know more about me than ninety-nine point nine per cent of my schoolmates, can’t we just hang out?’ But I guess that’s not the point.


‘How’s it going today, Morgan?’ Taka asks as he washes his hands. I roll my eyes. I know it’s standard practice, but come on, it’s not like you can catch Hole. Although I like this idea: Dr Takahashi starting awake in the night next to some shadowy-faced wife, lifting his hands from his bedspread and seeing— … no! No! The beginnings of little pits, burrowing through his skin like worms! Holding them up to the moonlit window and seeing through them like lace! A swelling of music. And then, black screen: THE HOLE. Coming to theatres in October.


‘What?’ I ask.


‘I said, has your menstrual cycle evened out?’


I don’t even talk to my mom this much about my period. ‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘It was kind of weird for a while.’


Taka’s eyes flicker over the screen, through electronic charts and notes. ‘You said it had been sporadic.’


I normally menstruate once every two months. Something about the way my internal organs have rearranged to accommodate the Hole. Things aren’t quite where they should be. My life lacks normal flow.


‘Oh, yeah,’ I say. ‘For a while I was on this new brand of tampons. I think it dried me out.’


Dr Takahashi doesn’t blink. Nor, to his credit, does he acknowledge this obvious bullshit. ‘Have you thought about going on birth control?’ he asks.


I watch him as he prepares a needle for a blood draw. I’ve never had the luxury of being afraid of needles. It’s all part of getting better, maybe, ultimately. I haven’t given up hope. Being afraid of needles would be like a drowning person being afraid of the lifeboat.


I watch, detached, as my blood beads darkly in the syringe. Some days, my body just feels like meat.


‘Please,’ I say. ‘Like I’m ever going to need it.’


Because Caro is right, I am categorically terrible at meeting people. Call it self-preservation, call it being anti-social; call it whatever you like. If I had it my way, no one would get close enough to know my name, let alone learn that I’ve got a great big unholey secret. My report cards from kindergarten: good vocabulary, mediocre penmanship, DOES NOT PLAY WELL WITH OTHERS. And in grades 8–12, when Mother shipped me off to a series of expensive boarding schools: Morgan seems resistant to integrating into the community. Liberal upper-middle-class code for, she seems like kind of a bitch?


I thought things would change at every new school – that I would finally find my super-close, college-brochure-diverse, Girls-esque group of friends who I would share clothes with and pee in front of. People who would finally make me feel at home. But somehow I’ve always remained awkwardly on the periphery. It’s like normal life is a code I never learned quite how to crack. I grew up with doctors, with Mother – in and out of school, obsessing over X-rays, gulping down pills and hopping on one rattling bandwagon of miracle cures after another, while other kids my age watched anime and worried about whether they could actually get cooties from their gym lockers. Even with a decade of sweet, weirdly anomalous Caro telling me otherwise, it feels too late to catch up.


I’m pulling out of the parking lot of Taka’s clinic when my phone jumps in my lap. I fumble with my earpiece and hit ACCEPT. ‘Hello?’


There’s an awkward pause. I try again, ‘Hel—’


‘Would you buy a fragrance called Lambence?’ my mother asks.


I frown at the road, hearing, now, the vague moth-wing static of overseas air. ‘Isn’t that a kind of eel?’


‘That’s what I told Srivani,’ she mutters. ‘That idiot.’


‘What are … why are you naming fragrances?’


‘Christine wants me to launch a limited spa line for Christmas,’ she says drily. ‘Ayogatherapy. Like aromatherapy. It’s clever. How are your college applications coming? Did you look at the brochures Tabitha sent you?’


‘Great, yeah,’ I say, and instantly feel bad. The packet from Mother’s assistant has been sitting unopened on the kitchen counter for the last week, getting Jackson Pollocked with oil stains. Something about college puts me in a blind panic. I barely know who I am half the time. How am I supposed to go somewhere else for four years to become more of it? But somehow, tell Mother I’m planning to take a gap year has never made it to the top of my to-do list.


‘You know what would be a great perfume name?’ I blurt. ‘Defenestrate.’


‘I’m glad to hear you’re on track,’ she says. ‘I put in a word with Tony about a letter of recommendation; you should touch base with him on Thursday. Also, your extracurriculars are lacking. I set up a meeting for you at Loblolly.’


‘A strip club?’ I ask.


‘A gallery,’ she says, brusquely.


‘Another one?’ I groan. ‘Mother. Not that I don’t love getting patted patronisingly on the head and told to come back when I’m old enough to vote, really, it’s just that I’m super busy getting ready for senior year and—’


‘Morgan Adina Stone,’ Mother interrupts. ‘I locked in my first commercial spot when I was six years old. Six. By the time I was eighteen, I launched my first product line. Do you think the first investors I approached took me seriously? Of course they did. Because I made them. It’s all about presentation, Morgan. It’s about confidence.’


I sigh and it disappears into the crisp silence of overseas airwaves. I picture Mother in my mind’s eye; headset looped through a perfect ponytail, abs oiled and gleaming as she power-stalks down the halls of the luxury gym where she’s filming her latest fitness video – something with a vaguely torture-porn title, like The Hard Core or Rip/Tuck.


Here’s a punchline for a girl with a deformed body: your mother is a celebrity fitness guru!


Ha! Ha! Ha!


By all accounts, she’s a beautiful and terrifying woman. She jet-sets around the world, terrifying the rich and famous. She’s made two different James Bonds weep. They optioned her for The Biggest Loser before going with Jillian Michaels instead. Apparently, they thought Jillian was more likeable.


I think my broken body must drive her mad on some level: its persistent, relentless inability to conform to the conventional beauty standards she’s spent her life selling to cable networks. If I can’t be fixed, I must make something of myself. I’ve been drawing since I was little? Go Forth, Young Morgan, and Have a Career.


‘You know what would be a great perfume? Galatea.’


‘Too new-age,’ Mother says. ‘What’s that noise? Where are you, a bar?’


‘A bar, Mother? Really? It’s two in the afternoon and I hate people.’


‘You’re still doing that?’ she asks with a sigh.


‘Misanthropy isn’t a phase. It’s a way of life.’


‘Then learn to fake it,’ she says. ‘Particularly tomorrow morning. At Loblolly. Where you’re going to convince a woman named Karen that despite your questionable shoes you’re a prodigy, and it’s in her best interest to let you display some art.’


‘I’m not ready for a gallery show.’


‘That,’ she says, ‘is exactly what you won’t say to Karen at Loblolly.’


I grit my teeth and brake for a yellow light.


‘I’m not going to let you waste your life, Morgan,’ she says.


‘I’m not wasting it,’ I say. ‘I’m just figuring things out.’


‘You’re bagging groceries.’


‘While I’m figuring things out.’


‘I just don’t want you to believe you’re a failure.’


‘I don’t believe that.’


The phone is silent for a moment.


‘I’m getting you a life coach. What’s your schedule look like?’


‘Full of doctors.’


There’s a staticky burst behind her: a faint, cringing voice asking for a signature. ‘Tomorrow,’ my mother says. ‘Loblolly, off of Capital. A dusting of gold-toned bronzer will make you look like you go outdoors occasionally. So that’s a no on Lambence?’


‘Mother—’ I begin, and I’m not sure if the next words will be please let me handle my life on my own or you know I don’t own bronzer, but there’s a sharp click, and my mother and her high-powered world drain from my ear.


I know, deep down, that Mother pushes me because she loves me. But I also worry that she loves me for all the wrong reasons. Guilt, mostly: my dad left when I was four. It’s the one thing Caro and I don’t talk about. We discuss: poop, boys, French literature, lunch, whose turn it is to buy dish soap, solving world hunger, if it’s worse to die alone or in a loveless marriage, acne and art. But we don’t talk about my dad. That is the gaping hole in our conversations, the one we step around so deftly and silently now that is has become a habit. Brokenness is a taboo subject to people from happy families.


Mother says it isn’t my fault that he left. Half of me knows she’s lying, and half of me doesn’t care. I remember only two things from that time. One is a secret, and the other is this: waking up from my first failed surgery to my parents arguing with a doctor at the foot of my bed. My father glanced up at me, and the expression on his face was panic, sheer and blinding: like when you glance into a puddle just as it catches the sun, and your whole vision sears white.


A nurse whisked the teddy-bear-print curtain closed. And when he opened it again, my father was gone for good. My mother loved me twice as fiercely to make up for it, but her weeping crept through my bedroom wall some grey nights, saturating the life we’d propped up together.


I’ve collected scraps from Mother over the years: he was an idiot, she told me when I was too old for a simple he’s gone away. On my fourteenth birthday, staring after a drink-sodden afternoon into the ripening dusk, all merlot lips and lidded eyes: I used to think about telling you he was dead. And finally, simply: he was afraid, Morgan. Afraid of raising a kid with a hole in her core, like it would grow and grow and swallow our family whole.


I try not to think about it. What can you do with a man who won’t love you because you’re a broken thing? Try to be less broken?
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I go home, make a lonely dinner. Caro and I got our apartment at the start of junior year after a full summer of working crappy jobs and begging our parents. When we moved in, it felt like the start of everything we’d ever wanted: a canvas where we could paint our own kind of life. It’s low-ceilinged and smells perennially like mould, and the refrigerator howls in the night and there’s an almost-definitely drug dealer named George who’s always hanging around in the back stairwell. But after years of Caro sharing a too-small bedroom with too many siblings, and of me tiptoeing through Mother’s freezing, marble house, empty except for the latest in a series of terrified maids, we could open the door to a space with my art on the walls, Caro’s books and craft supplies everywhere, dishes in the sink caked with the remnants of weird recipes Caro finds on the internet: lively and busy and ours.


Most nights, anyway.


My Facebook and Instagram feeds are already flooded with photos of the beach trip: groups of girls in string bikinis pretending to kiss, the bright slices of people’s smiles in the surf, Claire Chong finishing a huge sandcastle just as Jeremy Waldeman comes Godzilla-ing through it. Someone named Aurelis has tagged Caro in a picture with Boring Todd. They’re standing in the soft line where the water meets the sand, talking quietly to each other and holding hands. There’s a flush of real happiness on her cheeks.


I know everyone feels like a misfit in high school. But for one magic moment, everyone in these pictures looks completely, perfectly like they belong, and I feel like more of an outsider than ever.


I pull out my sketchpad, the big one that takes up my whole lap. What Mother and my art teacher don’t know is that I have been working on a project. A secret one, that I’m not ready to show anyone yet. I call it Erasures: a series of careful charcoal drawings of people I see in the waiting rooms of my radiologist’s and gynaecologist’s and doctors’ offices, each with something missing. There’s a runner without legs leaning pensively against a building, and a handless businesswoman staring at a pile of money, unable to touch it. I scroll through the cascading beach photos, this live feed of the life I’m not living, looking for an image: something that would show me that I’m not alone in feeling like an outsider. Someone on the edge of things. A smile that doesn’t quite stick. But all I see is Caro with a huge group of healthy, happy people, Todd doing something that looks like the Robot, Emmeline and Angela shrieking and playing chicken with two boys I don’t know. Nowhere do I see a space for myself.


I pick up my charcoal pencil and draw a slender nude, small and frail, with a dark pixie cut and a hint of a scowl in a blurred face. Then I pick up a black Sharpie and trace a hole like a howl over the figure’s body: the lines thick and circling dark, sucking the entire drawing into the Hole and down, down.
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Caro bounces into my room at five the next morning, a cloud of sunscreen and sweat and leftover salt. ‘Morgs,’ she whispers. ‘Are you awake?’


I groan, and she flings herself into my desk chair. ‘The beach. Was. Amazing!’ she whisper-shouts. ‘You should have come. Everyone asked about you.’


‘That is a very nice lie,’ I say, squinting with one eye in the gloom. She’s glowing in the blue ambient light of my charging phone, the salt-dried curls straggling out of her hair. Someone’s drawn a heart on her cheek: all the lingering detritus of a night fully lived. I remember my sorry sketch, and that ache pings through me, quick and twinging.


‘One: it is the truth, whole truth, and nothing but. Two: you would have loved Anti-School Back-to-School. It was at this anarchist commune in west Raleigh with a Food Not Bombs in the basement, where they give out donated food to homeless people, and everyone there was so cool and smart, and political, and engaged. Todd and I ended up talking to Gwynn’s roommate Sierra for hours about body acceptance and fat activism. It was amazing.’


‘Awesome,’ I croak into the pillow. She kicks her feet, sending herself spinning.


‘It is awesome,’ her voice says in every dark direction. ‘She just sent me links to all these amazing blogs. Did you know forty per cent of American women would give up three years of their life in exchange for reaching their ideal weight? Isn’t that insane?’


‘Did you know that ninety-six per cent of best-friend homicides are provoked by too much enthusiasm before breakfast?’


She bounces up. ‘I’m good for you,’ she says. ‘I’m like vitamins.’


‘Vitamins are toxic in high doses,’ I tell my pillow.


‘Not the water-soluble ones,’ she says brightly. ‘B and C are fine. C, like Caroline. See? No problem.’


‘Is this going to be a campaign?’


‘Campaigns are good for you.’


‘Just don’t sticky-note the toilet this time.’


She musses my hair. ‘I make no promises.’


I roll, sigh. Caro’s self-improvement campaigns are famously relentless – and since we got the apartment, she’s generously expanded them into self-plus-Morgan improvement: filling our pantry with chia seeds, stocking the bathroom with thick Great Novels, and papering all available space with motivational notes. For the past month, Russian verbs have marched in Post-its down the stairwell like Cyrillic ants.


By the time I come down to breakfast, ripe clumps of STOP HATING YOURSELF FOR WHAT YOU AREN’T AND START LOVING YOURSELF FOR WHAT YOU ARE and I AM BEAUTIFUL have massed in the kitchen like body-positive fruit flies. I bat them away, pour own-brand Lucky Charms into a mug that reads KISS ME, I’M CONTAGIOUS. Caro sits at the table in yoga pants and a light sheen of sweat, eating steel-cut oatmeal with local honey and raw almonds I smuggled home from Simple Earth.


‘What would you think if I did burlesque?’ She looks bright-eyed and disgustingly well-rested.


‘Do you want to do burlesque?’


Caro narrows her eyes, tilts her chin toward the ceiling.


‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘But if I did, would you be shocked?’


‘Probably,’ I say, curling into a chair. ‘You don’t usually take off your clothes in front of strangers.’


She flicks an almond at me. ‘I mean because Americans aren’t accustomed to seeing normative sexualisation of fat bodies.’


‘You’re not fat,’ I say, reflexively. I pick the marshmallows out of my cereal and line them up on the table, one of each colour.


‘I am fat, actually,’ she says. ‘You can say it. It’s not a bad word. In fact, saying I’m not fat just contributes to the stigma of fatness. It’s counter-productive.’


Okay, the thing is, Caro is fat. She’s also blonde and very pretty, all three of which she’s been as long as I’ve known her (except that military-grade awkward period in middle school, when literally nobody is pretty). But it’s one of those unspoken rules of Girl Code: never tell your friend she’s fat. Even if she is. I don’t know. It’s pretty dumb. ‘You’re counterproductive,’ I say. She flicks another almond at me. It sticks to the wall for a moment, then flops to the floor, organic and defeated.


‘Not cleaning it,’ I say.


‘Me neither.’


‘Fine,’ I say. ‘Now there’s oatmeal on our wall for ever. I hope you’re proud of yourself.’


‘I’d be prouder of myself if I loved my body.’


‘You already love your body,’ I say, rising with my mug. ‘You just think you don’t so that you can feel empowered when you accept it all over again.’


‘Stop pseudo-understanding me,’ she calls after me. ‘Where are you going?’


I fill my mouth with cereal. ‘A gallery,’ I mumble.


‘Oh God,’ she says. ‘For fun or for your mother?’


I take eight thousand years to swallow. ‘Definitely fun,’ I lie.


She gets up and peels the almond off the wall. ‘Morgs, you don’t have to do everything your mother tells you to.’


I lift my hands and point at my entire life like, I know.


‘Did she blackmail you? What was it this time?’


I run my hand through my hair, already exhausted, and just shake my head.


‘You always come home from these things feeling like shit and then lock yourself in your room and paint angry squares for days.’


‘Sometimes circles,’ I argue. ‘Even rhombuses. I’m diverse.’


‘It’s our last day of freedom,’ she argues. ‘Just hang out with me today. Cinda’s mom just harvested their whole herb garden and we’re going to make vegan herb ice cream. And then YYS are opening for Sex Hiatus tonight at the Mansion.’ She perks up as she goes, a juggernaut of optimism. ‘Their new bassist is super adorable. I think you’d really like him.’


‘I never thought I’d have to tell you this, but we kind of have school tomorrow.’


‘They’re going on early. Come on, you haven’t been to a show in ages.’


‘You always tell me they aren’t fun,’ I say.


‘That’s because you’re not there,’ she says. ‘Come on. Wheaton is like, edgy-cute. He just moved here from Brooklyn.’


‘His name is Wheaton?’ I say.


‘Morgs, come on,’ she says. ‘You never go out.’


‘That is categorically untrue,’ I say.


‘Out-out.’


‘I hate out-out,’ I groan. ‘It’s only fun if you like being ground on by creepy old dudes.’


‘No one will grind on you,’ she says. ‘Come on. I need you. Todd’s ex is going.’


‘Sheila Super Tits?’


‘Exactly.’


I let out a long, slow sigh.


‘I’ll think about it,’ I say.


‘Glory hallelujah,’ she says. ‘Now, can I convince you to come to Cinda’s? Basil ice cream is supposed to be seriously tasty.’


‘Tempting,’ I say. ‘But I’ve got to go make something of myself.’ She opens her mouth, and I cut her off. ‘Caro, it’s fine. Mother just wants what’s best for me,’ I say.


‘Yeah,’ she says, troubled. ‘But I’m not sure she knows what that is.’


The Loblolly Gallery is far north of town, where the city crumbles away into the kudzu vine-draped countryside. I wind down a quiet drive through a rain-heavy apple orchard, until the trees part and reveal a magnificent, peeling barn with a sign in mod block print: lob.lolly.


There are a few other cars in the gravel parking lot. I step inside with my portfolio under my arm, heart hammering.


Inside, the barn is vast and sterile, the floor a slab of cement so white it sends electric feather curls sparking through my vision. There’s an installation in the centre of the floor; a series of sculptures tumbling after a taxidermied elephant, rearing into the air. Alcoves run down the shadowy sides of the enormous room: the old horse stalls, cleaned out and turned into individual artists’ display spaces. It’s one of these that Mother wants me to gun for.


A group of kids from school emerges from one of the horse stalls, laughing. This black girl named Celeste looks up, and in the second before our eyes meet we both realise it’s way too late to pretend we don’t recognise each other, and so we both wave awkwardly and put on big smiles like this is really cool! You! A person I know! In public! I pray to God that they’ll keep walking, but instead they turn and come my way, which, given the number of times I’ve gone to synagogue in the last decade, is probably deserved.


‘Hey, guys,’ I say. ‘What’s up?’


‘Hey,’ Celeste says. She eyes my portfolio, but doesn’t say anything about it, which makes me like her more. ‘Guys, do you know Morgan? She was in my art class last year.’


‘Hi,’ I say, like I don’t recognise every single one of them from AP Government, from freshman bio, from homeroom – classes during which I kept myself carefully apart, waiting for the day to end. They smile and nod back, a smattering of heys.


‘We’re checking out the new exhibit,’ Celeste says. She hesitates, then says, as if it’s the easiest thing in the world to bat away years of social awkwardness, ‘You wanna join us?’


I waver for a second, then open my mouth to say that scariest word in the world, yes. Yes to an afternoon with people my age, doing regular people things. Yes to looking at art with this girl who’s a scary-good painter, and might someday want to do critiques with me, to these casually cute boys with nerdy glasses and comic book T-shirts and easy laughs. Then a voice says,


‘Morgan Stone?’ There’s a clack of heels on the floor. A polished woman appears from one of the alcoves. ‘You must be my ten o’clock.’


I shrink like a Doritos bag tossed in the microwave. I risk a glance at Celeste & Co. They are staring at me in surprise. It’s like looking over a wall. I am suddenly a thing apart. I want to torch my gigantic portfolio, Viking-funeral style.


‘Yeah,’ I say, reluctantly.


‘I didn’t mean to interrupt,’ Celeste says. She glances from me to the gallery owner, curiosity written all over her face. Also respect. And a little thing like – my heart sinks – awe. The same look as every new surgeon Mother’s ever trotted me out in front of.


‘No, it’s cool,’ I say. ‘Can I – I’ll come with you another time?’


‘Sure, of course,’ she says. But she and her friends are already trading glances, already retreating. ‘Bye.’


I follow the impeccably groomed woman (Karen, I remind myself) to her office on numb feet, wanting to say wait. But it’s already past too late.


I stand with Karen over a desk of rough-hewn slate that shimmers like crushed velvet as she thumbs through my portfolio. I’ve always been top of my art classes at school, but now, in the expensively curated light of this gallery, all I can see is my inadequacy. The rough lines. The sloppy mark-making. All the ways in which this is a perfectly excellent high school portfolio and how little that means in the hard cold adult world. Karen makes polite noises from time to time, but they puddle limply in the air between us, convincing no one.


‘I’m sorry about my mother,’ I say at last.


‘It’s fine,’ Karen answers, but her smile seems copied-and-pasted. ‘Do you …’ she begins, and then falls silent.


It’s the drawing I began last night: the waif-thin girl with the hole in her gut. It seems even more of a howl today: a dark whirlpool, sucking up her life.


‘Oh,’ I say startled. ‘That’s not supposed to be here.’


Karen says nothing. She studies the picture. My heart gives a painful thump as she turns and looks at my own body.


‘What’s going on in this one?’ she asks.


It would be so easy, in this moment, to tell this stranger the truth. To lift my shirt. But all I can hear in my thundering pulse is Mother’s voice: don’t tell don’t tell don’t tell. The blinding flash of my father leaving.


‘It’s about anorexia,’ I say, smoothly. ‘It’s commentary. About how it consumes more than just you. You know?’ I want to go back and delete the you know? from the air, but I can’t, so I barrel on. ‘It consumes your world.’


‘Mmm,’ she says. She sits on the edge of the table, stares up at me, hard. ‘Do you have an eating disorder?’


‘No,’ I say, knocked off guard.


She aligns the edges of the papers with a finger, and slides the portfolio closed.


‘I’ll be straight with you,’ she says, looking me in the eye. ‘You’re talented. But—’


‘But I have to keep practising,’ I finish. The same thing they told me at Five Finger. At Redbud.


‘No,’ she says. ‘Yes. But you also have some living to do. You’re seventeen. Don’t be political about things you’ve read on the internet. Art comes from experience. Go have some.’


When I step back into the gallery, Celeste and her friends are in the parking lot. I can see them through the glass, jumping off of the low stone wall, posing for pictures against the gleaming-leaved apple trees. You’re not like them, Mother always told me when I was a kid. You can be so much more. One more brick in the tower she built for me.


Shame-faced, I wander through the hall. The taxidermied elephant is part of an enormous installation, a full-scale circus parade of frozen figures: dogs and strongmen, a gorgeous trapeze artist in peacock feathers, brightly-clad limbs in the process of spilling from a clown car. The Greatest Show, reads a moodily lit sign in Helvetica on the floor. In small font, below:






A full-scale, plaster-cast circus parade that challenges the function of linear time, allowing the viewer to walk the length of the parade forwards or backwards – speeding up, reversing or pausing this childhood experience as he or she chooses.








I stare up at the elephant, his trunk raised in triumph. I wonder how heavy it must be, what a strain to keep that face aloft in the lonely nights after the gallery lights go out. His glass eyes glitter in his face. I turn away from them and walk the length of the frozen parade – the silk-suited acrobats, the dancing girls, the lions – and I feel a sudden, desperate urge to run. To fling myself backward, past the balloonist, past the popcorn man, to the moment when this kind-hearted stranger looked at my body, and to say, instead, yes, this is me. Instead, I just keep walking the length of the line like everything inside of me isn’t screaming, and let the frozen parade of life stream silently by.


On the way home, I call Caro. ‘Don’t try to set me up with anybody.’


‘Are you coming tonight?’


I watch the country retreat under its blanket of concrete as I approach the city, the sun catching the windshields of passing cars like gold.


‘Yes.’


She squeals. ‘I love you,’ she says.


‘You owe me,’ I say.


But I feel a secret flush of excitement. I know, after a lifetime of aborted romances and crushing social failure, that you’re not supposed to hope any more, that some part of you is just supposed to shut down. But there is that terrible little piece inside that still hopes, even when the rest of your brain is shouting you idiot, give it up, you know more than anyone how love is a steamroller that will crush you to a pulp of human mess on asphalt and never look back, and it is that stupid little part that rolls down the window now and lets the hot summer wind catch my hair, heart pounding, wondering if maybe this time, maybe.
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Caro gets home from Cinda’s at six, and by eight we’re in her room, getting dressed to go out. Or, rather, I am getting dressed to go out. Caro bounces around for the first hour in nervous excitement, chattering about plus-sized model campaigns before finally, nervously, donning a honey-coloured dress with a swooping décolletage.


‘Look at my body!’ she proclaims. The shimmering fabric outlines her in small geometries: arcs and curves and ellipticals. ‘Aren’t I magnificent? Aren’t I punching preconceived notions of fatness equalling lazy, ugly and unlovable in the face?’


But forty-five minutes later, she’s lying listlessly on her bed, reading Lolita in full eyeliner while I stand at the mirror, paralysed with dread. I own three nice tops and hate them all. Two make me look frumpy. The other makes me look green.


‘This is the worst,’ I groan, for the sixth time in an hour.


Caroline squints a dark-fringed eye at me, turns a page.


‘Has he killed the mom yet?’ I ask.


She sits up. ‘Damn it, Morgan.’


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Be honest, does this make me look like a grandma?’


She sighs. ‘By the time we leave, you might be. Scoot your boot, Granny.’


I tug at the hem, evaluating octogenerianism. Caro’s notes flutter above the mirror:






gEnDER OPPRESSIOn IS PERPETuATED


By BODy OPPRESSIOn.












RIOT NOT DIET.












START A REVOLuTIOn:


STOP HATIng youR BODy.








‘Let me look through your stuff,’ I say.


‘Go for it,’ she says, picking up her phone.


I dig through Caro’s closet, plunging my hand deep into the curtains of fabric, and emerge clutching a small cerulean T-shirt. It’s a child’s souvenir tee, sporting a picture of an orca and the legend MY GRANDMA WENT TO SEA WORLD AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS STUPID T-SHIRT. ‘Grandma’ has been crossed out, and [image: image] carefully Sharpied in. The ‘I’ is dotted with a heart. I feel a little rush of warmth.


‘Why do you still have this?’ I ask.


‘Because you gave it to me,’ Caroline says, not looking up.


‘When we were eleven,’ I say.


‘Because I’m a sentimental fool,’ she says.


‘That’s for sure,’ I say. I hold the T-shirt up against my chest, and smile despite myself, remembering the first time I saw Caroline, when we were six. She charged up to me on my first day at my new school and informed me I was sleeping over at her house on Friday. Why? I asked. Because you’re the new kid, she answered. And being the new kid sucks, so I’m going to be your friend.


I tug the T-shirt over my head. The armpits pinch, and the whale warps across my chest, but it’s a beautiful colour – one of the primaries, my favourite, the hue simultaneously bright and deep. I turn to Caro, grinning. ‘Hey, bestie,’ I sing-song.


She rolls her eyes and checks her phone. ‘Hey, gonna-make-us-latie. Come on, get dressed. They’re going on in ten minutes.’


I catch a glimpse in the mirror as I turn back to the closet, and freeze. The Hole peeks out from beneath the shirt’s hem, which ends just below my ribcage. I see it every day – I painstakingly clean it every time I shower – but suddenly it’s just there. On display. It is startling, eye-catching against the blue. I glimpse pieces of Caro through it – the ripple of blonde as she sits up, suddenly paying attention; a flicker of hand laying the book down on the comforter, Lolita an afterthought.


I half want her to say, do it. You look gorgeous, embrace your non-normative body, get out there. I found some articles about Hole acceptance, didn’t I tell you? Here, let me send you a link.


Instead, she just sighs. ‘Morgs, quit screwing around. We’ll miss their set. Just wear the purple one; it wasn’t that bad.’ Something in me quietly crumbles with relief, or disappointment, or both. Caro collects her phone and rises from the bed, flipping off the light. ‘I’ll wait for you downstairs, okay?’


I linger in the room a moment after she goes, illuminated only by the orphaned light of the stairs. The blue of the shirt is washed to a dusky graphite in the half-light, the puff-painted orca glowing eerily. I raise my arms, and the air of the bedroom threads cool and velvet through the Hole. I look like a bead that’s lost its necklace.


I’ve been hiding for so long. Behind floppy T-shirts, one-piece swimsuits, a protective scowl. The records live in a hushed drawer in one of Mother’s offices, eighteen separate counts of failure and disappointment. The doctors took grafts from my buttocks, from Mother’s, from anonymous donors who I realised, upon passing my driving test at sixteen and ticking the organ donor box, had probably died on highways, whole and healthy blood gushing out onto distant asphalt.


But each time the implanted flesh shrank from mine, drawing thin and translucent around the edges. I found dead transplants shrivelled in my bed sheets; they dropped with flaccid glops to the floor of the shower, quivering like jellyfish on the drain.


A note over the mirror reminds me to START A REVOLUTION: STOP HATING YOUR BODY. I swallow down my fast-beating heart. Then I cover the shirt with a bulky sweater and head down the stairs.


Caro’s fussing with her swooping décolletage when I drop into view. She lets her hand fall and looks up at me, the anxiety on her face laced through with hope. ‘Ready?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Don’t crap out on me, Morgan, please,’ she says, earnestly. ‘Sheila’s probably going to show up in mirrored hot pants or something.’


‘I’m fine,’ I lie. ‘Don’t worry about Disco Ball Butt. She’ll be first against the wall in your glorious body revolution.’


‘That wasn’t hypothetical,’ she says as we clatter out into the stairwell. ‘Those pants are real. They used to call her the Ass-tronaut.’


‘Trust me,’ I say. ‘Tonight, she’s the least of our worries.’
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The Mansion is in a darkened part of town that I never visit, tucked away in its own lot past a row of old warehouses, far from the bright downtown. Caroline eases the car into a parallel-parking space as a group of girls totters past in three-inch heels and painted-on dresses. For half a second, I think about staying in the car, feigning sickness. But somehow I’m on my feet, and Caro and I are flowing like liquid through the street, through a gate, handing fake IDs to a bouncer who sees nothing but our shining eyes and Caro’s breasts, and we’re in.


I take a breath, willing my heartbeat to slow as I look around. I’ve only heard about this place by name. I hadn’t realised that it actually is an old mansion: crumbling Southern Gothic complete with sagging porch and gabled roof with rusting iron railings. The interior walls have been gutted, carving the entire building into a high-ceilinged cavern packed densely with bodies. Soundproofing is nailed around an old, dusty cornice carved with cherub heads and grape leaves. Lights drench the bouncing crowd and empty stage like neon water. I realise that the music flooding around and through us is recorded: we’ve missed the first set.
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