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      To Myrna


      Olga


      Juline


      Teodora


      Trina


      Yolanda


      Diana


      And to all the wonderful women who


      have taught me how to love myself.


   

      “To think that this body that I hated so much could nurture another being…”

      


      —OLGA FERRERAS-ANDERSON


   

      CHAPTER 0


      There are a few theories about my weight. One of them places the responsibility of my extra pounds on my reckless behavior:

         I eat too much, I don’t exercise enough, I combine the wrong foods, I eat late at night, etc. The truth is that I watch carefully

         what I eat, I exercise every day, and I’d never eat carbohydrates past 7 p.m. So there goes that theory.

      


      There’s also the “I take after my aunt” theory—which implies that I’m fat like my aunt Chavela because we’re genetically predisposed.

         The problem is that Chavela is my aunt by marriage, so we don’t share a single gene. There goes another theory.

      


      My second therapist told me that I “avoid intimacy with my weight,” implying that I subconsciously got fat to avoid being

         touched. I know this theory is also bullshit, simply because I love being touched.

      


      But my favorite explanation of why I’m fat is the most complicated and romantic of them all. I call it “the nanny theory,”

         and it involves a crying mother, sharks, a military base, and sex out of wedlock.

      


      Allow me to explain. My mother hired a nanny when I was just a baby. Our nanny was a teenage girl from a small town in Cuba.

         Her name was Inocencia, but we called her “Ino.” She was young and naïve, she had never been in a big city like New York,

         and, like any other lonely teen, she was looking to fall in love.

      


      And she fell in love. Yes, she fell in love with pastries.


      My friend Wilfredo’s aunt claimed that after menopause all her sensitivity left her genitals and went up to her mouth, making

         her replace sex with food. I can imagine that something similar happened to Ino, but during her adolescence.

      


      I can almost see her. The year was 1975, she had just turned sixteen, and was bursting with the nervous energy of a high-school

         athlete about to compete in a cross-country marathon. The night was warm, but she was shivering as she gathered the courage

         to jump in the waters at Caimanera Beach, determined to swim through the shark-infested Guantánamo Bay. Was she alone? Was

         she with others on this suicidal attempt to reach the American base? I don’t know, but I can imagine her saying goodbye to

         her teary-eyed mother. I can almost hear her mother warning her—not only against the hazards of her trip, but of an inevitable

         danger, those blond and blue-eyed men who would—no doubt—knock her up and abandon her with her baby once she reached the United

         States.

      


      “¡Cuidado ¡con quedar preñada!” her mom probably said in a tone of voice that would haunt Ino forever.

      


      What a great example of Cuban motherly logic: never mind the risk of drowning, getting shot by the Cuban military police,

         or being eaten by a “great white.” The real danger here was that Ino could get pregnant out of wedlock once she reached American

         soil. I have to say that, even though I might be suffering the consequences of Ino’s love affair with cinnamon rolls, I do

         understand where she was coming from. Under such intense conditions, Ino must have made a secret promise to the Virgin of

         Regla to never give up the flower of her virginity, and to remain celibate if she made it safe and sound to the United States.

      


      My mother was the first one to hire Ino when she got to New York. She heard about her through what Cubans call Radio Bemba,

         a sort of Cuban-emigrant broadcasting service that consisted of a bunch of Cuban housewives calling each other every day to

         deliver news and gossip. Mom decided to hire Ino for two reasons: first, to help a fellow Cuban in need of a job; and, second,

         because she badly needed a full-time maid/nanny at home. My father’s food-import business was going down. His partner had

         stolen the company’s cash and moved to Florida, so Dad, on the verge of bankruptcy and too traumatized to trust anybody, asked

         Mom to run the business with him.

      


      Mom, understanding Dad’s desperate plea for support, was forced to work full-time in the Jersey City warehouse, keeping track

         of shipments of yucca and plantains, while she trusted the care of her home, her three prepubescent sons, and her baby girl

         to the sweet, young, innocent, virginal Ino.

      


      Every week while employed by my mother, Ino would spend her complete salary on pastries. She would even bring some to our

         home. My mother, who is certainly not the Mae West type, was so shocked by her oral fixation that she encouraged her to slow

         down her sugar intake and go out on the weekend to someplace where she could meet boys. But Ino showed no interest in men,

         romance, or sex. Just dessert.

      


      One day, Mom had a minute to spare and joined Ino and me for my spoon-fed dinner. Mom decided to taste the oatmeal that Ino

         had cooked for me, but as soon as it touched her lips she had to spit it out.

      


      “¿Qué carajo le pusiste a la avena?”

      


      “Un poquito de azúcar para que la niña la coma.”

      


      The oatmeal had so much sugar that it was virtually inedible. Ino confessed then that, given the natural reluctance to eat

         which most children show, she had been adding absurd quantities of sugar to all my meals, making me a tiny and plump sugar

         addict and probably screwing my metabolism for life. Mom never told me if this incident got Ino fired or not, but Ino left

         our lives very soon after that episode. I’ve noticed that Mom silently suffers every time I bring up Ino and “the nanny theory.”

         Often I hope that my Cuban nanny ended up fat, knocked up, and abandoned by the same ruthless young male that her mother warned

         her against.

      


      Thanks to Ino, my first childhood memory is standing in front of a mirror and saying to my already overweight self, “I’m a

         three-year-old girl and I’m about ten pounds heavier than I should be.” I’m twenty-eight years old now, and I’ve always been

         fat—by a few pounds or a lot of them, since it kind of fluctuates. And I can proudly say that I owe it all to the sweet, stupid,

         and innocent Ino.

      


      I have never known what it is like not to be fat. I’m always trying to lose weight, or worried about getting even fatter than

         I already am. My size has varied considerably through the years—sometimes within weeks, depending on how absurd the diet of

         the moment was—but no matter what I do, the fat always comes back. Let’s see: I’ve tried the Scarsdale, the Atkins—the first

         time around and the second time around—the anti-diet, homeopathic remedies, acupuncture. You name it and I’ve done it. If

         it works, it’s only temporarily.

      


      My mom took me to a dietician in the eighties who helped me lose weight incredibly fast with little effort on my part. It

         was the infamous Dr. Loomis. He was so popular that the long line of patients spilled into the hallway outside his office.

         But the line moved fast, because Dr. Loomis ran four examination rooms at the same time. He would spend an average of five

         seconds with each patient. In that short time he’d manage to weigh you, make you stand naked in front of a mirror, and insult

         you.

      


      “Look at yourself,” he would say, contorting his face as if he were just about to puke, “look at those rolls of fat. Aren’t

         you ashamed of yourself?”

      


      This is what he called “encouragement.” Then he would give you a prescription for a powerful—and now illegal—drug whose long-term

         side effects will become evident one day. Unfortunately, permanent weight loss wasn’t one of them. Eventually, Dr. Loomis

         was incarcerated for giving speed to his patients.

      


      But enough with the whining, and let’s deal with the reality: I’m fat. I have big boobs, a chunky butt, and thick legs. I

         will say, in my defense, that my waist is kind of small, so at least I have an hourglass figure. Unfortunately, hourglasses

         are not terribly popular nowadays.

      


      The bottom line is that I’m fat. I’m a fat chick. We could come up with nicer ways to say it: plump, full-figured, overweight,

         chubby. But after all these years of fatness, I finally feel good about saying it the simple way: fat. Just fat. If you happen

         to be fat, I strongly recommend you to say it out loud at every opportunity you have. If “fat” is a word that defines you,

         you should embrace it, and never give other people the power to use it as an insult. And now that we’re discussing linguistics,

         I have to bring up another concern: my name.

      


      Latinos have an odd tradition of giving weird names to their kids. Sometimes we combine the parents’ names. If they are, for

         instance, Carlos and Teresa, they could name the baby girl Caresa. Other times we pick a word in a foreign language and slap

         it on the newborn without thinking of the consequences.

      


      There was a kid in school whose parents named him Magnificent. Yes, once I knew a Magnificent López. The only problem was

         that Magnificent was short and skinny, and he wore thick eyeglasses. To be brutally honest, he looked anything but magnificent,

         and his very name was a painful reminder of his shortcomings.

      


      I have a similar problem. My name is Beauty.


      Beauty María Zavala, to be precise.


      I have three brothers who bear standard Latino names: Pedro, Francisco, and Eduardo. But in my case, my parents decided to

         take a poetic license, and as a tribute to the land that saved them from Fidel Castro, they decided to name me Beauty. I’m

         sure that at the time it sounded very cool to them, but you have no idea what a pain in the ass it is to drag this name along

         with all my extra pounds.

      


      For obvious reasons, I ask people to just call me B.


      I’ve gone through life pushing this extra weight—that I simply can’t get rid of—and bearing a name that sounds like a bad

         joke. It’s particularly annoying when I’m on the phone with my bank, or the credit-card company, and they ask me to spell

         my name. I can’t blame them for being confused—let’s face it, there are not too many Beautys out there. But what really bothers

         me is that every time I spell it out for them, I do it in the same stupid way:

      


      “B as in ‘boy,’ E as in Edward…”


      Why do I say “B as in ‘boy’”? I’m not a boy. Why can’t I just say “B as in ‘beauty’”? The answer is very simple: I have never

         felt pretty. I’m fat, and I’ve grown up in a world where fat is anything but beautiful.

      


      At this point I have to take a moment to acknowledge that there are other things in life that are much worse than being fat.

         We can go through a whole list. I could be blind, deaf, paralyzed, starved, or brain-dead. The truth is that, in the category

         of curses, fat is nothing more than chump change.

      


      I strongly believe that the worst curse you can suffer in life is to be unhappy. I can tell you of many rich, beautiful, young,

         healthy, and—of course—skinny people who have tried successfully and unsuccessfully to commit suicide out of pure, plain misery.

         I’ve been sad, angry, and mortified about my weight, but, thank God, never suicidal.

      


      But I’m bringing up the happiness factor because I’ve realized that it’s the one thing I could change. Let’s face it, I might

         never be able to control my weight, but I’ve learned that I can choose to be happy. How did I learn?

      


      You’ll soon find out.


   

      CHAPTER 1


      I work in an ad agency in New York City. In case you don’t know it, let me tell you that New York is a bad city to be fat in.

         Most people actually manage to stay thin, and I have no idea how.

      


      If you go to any of the many fantastic restaurants in Manhattan, you’ll run into slender men and women who don’t seem affected

         by sugars, carbohydrates, or partially hydrogenated oils. I honestly wonder if they’re all puking after every meal, or if

         in fact they truly have an industrial boiler installed where I have my sluggish metabolism. These people are so thin—they

         must burn everything they put in their mouths at the speed of light. Meanwhile, I store everything, in preparation—I guess—for

         a nuclear holocaust.

      


      I see the skinny ones on the street wearing designer clothes, or in the gym fighting some extra milligram of fat that I couldn’t

         see with a microscope even if I tried. They sit comfortably in the bus or on the subway, in seats that are specially designed

         for people of their size. They cross their legs in positions that I can only imagine. They wear jeans and leather pants, never

         having to worry about wearing off the fabric between their thighs. I know, I know, I’m coming across a little obsessed with

         the differences between them and me. I’m not always like this; I don’t see myself as an outsider all the time. The feeling

         comes and goes with the seasons, or with the frustration caused by realizing that it’s time to go up one dress size. But in

         spite of this rant, I’m not prejudiced against the skinny ones. Some of my best friends are very thin. As a matter of fact,

         my best friend, Lillian, is particularly slender.

      


      Lillian and I met at the ad agency on my first day at work. That morning I was very nervous, and I didn’t know anybody at

         the office. Lillian came up to my desk and did one of the nicest things you could do to a rookie like me: she introduced herself,

         and took me out to lunch. Even though we work for different departments—I’m a copywriter and she’s an accountant—we have been

         inseparable ever since.

      


      Lillian is Asian, tall, slender, with perfect boobs, a tight little ass, and—believe it or not—she is sweet, nice, and friendly.

         She can be a little self-centered, a tad narcissistic, and a teeny bit insensitive, but the truth is that I love her to death.

         Based on my experiences with my mother, I’ve come to believe that people who love you are bound to push your buttons, and

         sometimes Lillian really knows how to push mine.

      


      In any case, my story begins—sorry, it hasn’t started yet—on the morning of April 14, just a couple of years ago. I’m bad

         with dates, but events that happened on Christmas Day, New Year’s Eve, or Valentine’s Day are always easier to remember. This

         one happened on the day before taxes were due.

      


      It was a nice spring morning. I was particularly proud of my hairdo that day. My hair is long and curly, and I usually wear

         it in a tight bun because I think that makes me look skinnier and professional. I wear glasses—I’m a bit nearsighted, and

         I should have contacts, but I’ve been so busy at work that I haven’t had a second to go to the eye doctor and get a new prescription.

         I like my glasses, though, because they make me look professional, and I need to look professional as part of a long-delayed

         plan to get ahead at my job. There’s this unwritten rule in corporate America that establishes that if you are not promoted

         every two years, you are considered filler. I was two years overdue for that promotion, and I was starting to worry that if

         I didn’t see any movement soon, I might never be anything in life other than a senior copywriter.

      


      Let me explain what I do at the ad agency. I take a bunch of marketing information and I turn it into a paragraph, a slogan,

         or a word. If they tell me, “We need to sell more peanuts to eighteen-year-olds,” then I find the words that make peanuts

         irresistible to that demographic. Maybe you’ve heard of one of my masterpieces: “Gotta go nuts.” Yep, I came up with that

         one, even though Bonnie, my boss, took the credit for it. But we’ll get back to Bonnie in a minute.

      


      I like to think of myself as a poet who pays the rent writing infomercials, food labels, and even catalogue captions. I’m

         aware that I’m not writing the great American novel here, but my job allows me to be fairly creative. I perform what I call

         “art on demand.” I know we think that artists are not pressured by the needs of the market, but let me remind you that Leonardo

         da Vinci didn’t paint the Mona Lisa because he wanted to. He did it because someone paid him to do it. Some rich guy in Florence probably told his wife, “Hey,

         honey, maybe we should get someone to paint your portrait. Let me call that Leonardo guy.” That’s how Leonardo paid his rent.

      


      In this respect all artists—or at least most artists who make a living with their craft—whore themselves out. You give us

         cash and we sell our soul. What we should remember, though, is that we might be whores but we’re still artists. And making

         art—or coming up with a slogan for a new brand of tampons, as I was doing at the time—is really hard when you’re not being

         acknowledged.

      


      In my agency, it didn’t matter if you were dumb as a rock, and you got the promotion by sleeping with your boss. As long as

         you had your promotion every two years, you were well on your way to corporate success.

      


      Sleeping with Bonnie was not an option, since she’s a woman—and not a pretty one, if you ask me. So I decided to take the

         long road for that promotion: working hard.

      


      I extra-busted my ass for years, trying to convince them that I deserved the title of creative director, but my efforts had

         not paid off. The funny part is that I already had the job—what I was missing was the title. I’d been doing two jobs for the

         last three years. When the last director left, they gave me her work responsibilities, but I continued doing mine as a senior

         copywriter. So I was supervising a whole team of copywriters—like me—but I also had to write the ads, just like they did.

      


      When the other creatives wrote their copy, they gave it to me. I reviewed it, corrected it, approved it, and then I passed

         it on to Bonnie. But the absurd part of the whole arrangement was that when I wrote the copy for an ad, I, technically, had

         to submit it to myself first—for review, correction, and approval—before I showed it to Bonnie. Does that make any sense?

         I don’t think so. But that’s how big companies operate nowadays: they squeeze you for as many years as they can, “to see if

         you are prepared for that promotion,” and then—once you’ve proved that you can do it—they go and hire someone else. The craziest

         part is that, since you are the one who knows how to do it, they then expect you to train your new boss. Pretty fucked up,

         huh?

      


      But there was no point in entertaining those negative thoughts that morning, since I was convinced that that wasn’t going

         to happen to me. I was determined to get that promotion, so for the last thirty-six months I had missed every meaningful family

         gathering—important birthdays, major surgeries, and Christian holidays (which is a mortal sin in Cuban families). I made my

         career my number-one priority. I was basically living in the office.

      


      When they asked for a volunteer, I always raised my hand. When they asked for two ideas, I delivered twenty. I laughed out

         loud at my boss’s bad jokes and asked about the health of dogs and cats that I didn’t give a rat’s ass about. I have felt

         guilty about taking vacation time, and I have actually canceled anticipated trips because Bonnie forgot that she approved

         my days off. I ate my lunch at my desk every day, carried a BlackBerry everywhere I went—including the bathroom—because it’s

         a fact that Bonnie would call or e-mail me the moment I briefly removed my butt from my chair. Just to give you an idea of

         how committed I was to my job, let me tell you that my doctor and my dentist mailed me notes wondering if I was dead, because

         all my checkups were long overdue.

      


      I became so dedicated that I was that person who went to work sick. If I was scolded for spreading the virus and I stayed

         home to recover, then I was scolded for “getting sick too often.” I mastered the art of showing up sick at the office and

         breathing as little as possible, to keep my germs to myself.

      


      Determined as I was to move up, I patiently listened to every stupid idea that came from Bonnie’s mouth. I heard her dumbest

         comments with respect and reverence. I even allowed her to walk all over me—something she seemed to particularly enjoy—just

         to prove to her that I was there to support her and not to threaten her. I always made her look good, gave her credit when

         she didn’t deserve it, and allowed her to present my work as if it were hers. I did it all to fulfill a simple dream: if I

         got the position as creative director, I could use that to get a decent job in a different company, and free myself from Bonnie.

      


      To give myself courage through this ordeal, I created a mantra that I repeated to myself over and over, every time I clashed

         with her: “Hard work will set you free.” After a year of saying that every day, I read somewhere that this same phrase was

         the slogan of the Nazi concentration camps, so I decided to switch to “one day at a time.” I was a prisoner in Bonnie’s camp,

         but it couldn’t last forever.

      


      How can I describe Bonnie? She’s skinny, wiry, with black—dyed—hair, reddish skin, and no lips. Physically, she is the Joan

         Collins-at-sixty type. She’s the kind of person who, if you are entering a building and you hold the door for her, will walk

         right through without saying thank you. She won’t even look at you, because she believes that God created all human beings

         to serve her. As a matter of fact, I’ve never heard her utter the words “please” or “thank you.” She’s the kind of guest who

         would wear white to a wedding and chew gum in a funeral. She just couldn’t care less. But enough of her for now. Let’s continue.

      


      That particular morning in April was lovely. Spring was in the air, and I remember rushing to work wearing my navy-blue suit.

         I had the exact same suit in four colors (when I find something that somehow fits me, I always buy a few of them, ’cause I

         never know when I’ll find something that actually looks half decent on me again). Anyway, I was wearing the blue suit, and

         I noticed that it felt a little tight. I started wondering—in a vague attempt to cover up for the possibility that maybe I

         had gained some weight—if the dry cleaners had shrunk my clothes.

      


      As I walked up Fifth Avenue toward Fifty-ninth Street, I tried to calculate how many calories I was burning with this short

         but brisk walk. The streets of midtown Manhattan can be a nightmare when you’re a fat chick at rush hour. I wanted to run

         but I was in high heels. I could not wear sneakers to work, because a creative director would never fall to that temptation.

         Moving through the sea of people felt like speed-walking an obstacle course. To top it off, while I had to hurry to make it

         to work at a decent time, I couldn’t walk too fast or I’d end up all sweaty.

      


      I walked into my office building and smiled at the security guard, who—once again—ignored me. Let me just point out that smiling

         and flirting are two very different things, and flirting with this guy was not in my agenda because:

      


      a) I don’t particularly like him.


      b) I’ve noticed that he’s missing a few front teeth.


      c) It’s not like he even bothers to make eye contact with me, and eye contact is essential for flirting.


      But, in any case, I smiled at him. I smiled at this idiot every morning, simply because it is my philosophy that if you see

         someone regularly it makes sense to at least acknowledge him with a smile. It’s called “being polite.” But the son of a bitch—who

         clearly doesn’t have any social graces—just looked at the horizon as if the Titanic were passing by with Kate Winslet riding topless at the bow of it.

      


      I took a deep breath, decided not to let him bother me, and rushed to the elevators. The doors to one were about to close,

         so I ran a few steps while yelling, “Hold it!”

      


      Big mistake.


      I found myself faced with a crowded elevator that barely had room for one more person, and definitely not a woman of my size.

         Since they held the elevator for me, I felt obliged to squeeze in. I landed next to a skinny old lady who smelled like an

         ashtray. As I sucked in my stomach in an effort to occupy less space, and held my breath to avoid the stench of cigarette

         butts, my worst nightmare occurred: the overweight alarm went off.

      


      I know it’s silly to allow something like this to humiliate me, especially since it’s not like I’m an elephant and the alarm

         sounds even when I ride alone. But while one side of my brain knew that the elevator was already packed, and—for all I knew—even

         a squirrel could have triggered the alarm, the other side of my brain reminded me of a big, fat fact: my weight.

      


      “Somebody’s gonna have to step out or we’re not going anywhere,” said the skinny old smoker, giving me a nasty look.


      She was ugly, but she was right. I stepped out graciously, and turned around—embarrassed but smiling. For a brief second,

         I wondered if I smiled too much.

      


      “Bon voyage!” I said to them as the elevator’s doors closed. Nobody answered, and nobody smiled back. Okay, not a happy moment,

         but I’m a strong girl, and it takes way more than that to ruin my day.

      


      Once I had stepped into the next available elevator and pushed the button, I closed my eyes and tried to invest the ten seconds

         that it takes to go up to the twentieth floor in visualizing something positive that could make me forget the elevator incident

         and restore my natural glow. I took a deep breath and reminded myself of how much I used to love coming to work, just a few

         years ago. The agency had beautiful offices on Fifty-ninth Street. With its floor-to-ceiling windows and its ultra-modern

         furniture, it looked like corporate heaven. Most of the space was open, with cute little cubicles spread out throughout the

         floor, but a few executives were given closed offices overlooking Central Park. That was my dream: having a big, windowed

         office overlooking the park. This dream kept me going despite the fact that working for Bonnie made my corporate heaven feel

         more like Alcatraz. As if I worked at a grisly jail that happened to be furnished by Knoll.

      


      As I finally made it to the twentieth floor, I checked my watch and saw that I was half an hour late. I had worked past midnight

         the night before, so I hoped that there would be a little leniency regarding punctuality—or lack thereof—on Bonnie’s part.

      


      “Are you serious? Are you from L.A.? ’Cause I hear a Southern twang,” I overheard as I walked by the reception desk. Deborah—our

         new receptionist—was being cornered by two jerks from Marketing. They were your typical young and bratty Ivy Leaguers, who

         are always preying on interns and executive assistants.

      


      Deborah is the perfect example of the kind of woman I’d love to hate, but can’t. She’s skinny, blonde, petite, and sweet as

         hell. I almost feel guilty when I envy her.

      


      “Hi, B!” she said.


      “Hi, Debs!” I answered.


      The marketing morons gave me an up-and-down look—no surprise—that expressed very little sympathy for “a woman of size,” as

         I sometimes call myself. I smiled at them with no reciprocation on their part—of course—and that’s when the next humiliation

         took place.

      


      “Hey! You dropped your ID,” one told me.


      Yes, I had dropped my ID at their feet. For a second I thought they were actually going to pick it up for me, but of course

         they didn’t. They looked at the card, they looked at me, and then they turned away, back to Deborah, to continue their mating

         rituals. Why waste any chivalry with a fat chick when sweet, skinny Deborah was sitting there, trapped behind her desk? So

         down I went to pick up my ID card.

      


      First it was the ripping sound, then the relief of expanding flesh, then the cold air in my ass, and, finally, the shame.

         My pants split open right in front of them.

      


      I couldn’t see their expression, but I could picture their sneer very clearly. I came back up and pulled down the back of

         my jacket to cover the damage.

      


      “B? Are you okay?” Deborah asked.


      “Of course I’m okay,” I lied.


      “I have a sewing kit here somewhere…” Deborah offered while looking through her drawers.


      “Don’t worry! It’s nothing!” I graciously declined, since I had my own supply at my desk. But then I made the mistake of trying

         to justify the accident to her, and to the morons: “I sent this suit to the cleaners and I think they must have washed it

         instead of dry-cleaning it, because…” Before I could finish the sentence, they turned back to Deborah. I took another deep

         breath and walked into the office. Luckily, my jacket partially covered the rip, so I walked slowly, taking short steps to

         try to make it less noticeable. But as soon as I got to my desk, ready to look for my sewing kit, Mary Pringle—Bonnie’s secretary—popped

         her head above the partition of my cubicle.

      


      “Hey, B! Bonnie wants to see you immediately.”


      By the tone of Mary’s voice I knew that I was going to be yelled at. And I would have to endure it with my ass exposed—so

         to speak.

      


      There are a few things that I resent about my college education. I hate the fact that some theoretical classes should have

         been practical, and some practical classes should have been theoretical. I’m also angry at the high cost of the tuition—and

         its ensuing student loan, which I’m still paying. But the one thing that pisses me off more than anything else is that nobody

         taught me how to survive the office politics of a corporation.

      


      Let’s face it, most people go to college so they can eventually find a decent corporate job that’ll give them money, status,

         business-class seats on a plane, and a cute box of presentation cards engraved with an intimidating logo. Most lawyers, journalists,

         engineers, and accountants end up working for large companies where they become one more bolt—or one more screw—in a long

         conveyor belt. Our destiny is to endlessly climb the proverbial corporate ladder. But once I got my first corporate job, I

         realized that no one in college had taught me how to survive in a snake pit, and that—I hate to tell you—should have been

         my number-one skill.

      


      In school, nobody explains to you that you’ll automatically be blacklisted if you happen to exchange more than a “good morning”

         with the boss of your boss. If you’re caught in the act, your manager will assume that you’re befriending the bigger guy to

         step all over him and take his job. In school, nobody warns you that you should spend only half of your time working, and

         the other half telling everyone what you’re doing; otherwise nobody will know what you’ve done, or—worse—somebody else will

         take credit for it.

      


      Nobody told me that in a big company it’s better to be feared than to be loved. Nobody taught me that people who invest their

         time in staking their territory do better than people who work their asses off. Yes, there are so many useful things that

         I could have learned in school that nobody taught me. If I went back to college I would demand courses like:

      


      • How to work for a boss who doesn’t know how to use a computer.


      • How to work for an alcoholic boss who shows up at noon, changes everything you’ve written, and then, around 9 p.m., changes

         it back to the way it was originally.

      


      • How to work with someone who’s not your boss anymore but keeps bossing you around as if he still was.
And last, but not least:


      • How to work for a plain bitch on wheels.


      Naturally, this brings me back to none other than Bonnie.


      Bonnie is what I call the classic corporate nightmare. She’s in her late fifties, never married, uptight, controlling, and

         ambitious. She has a sweet tooth for bureaucracy, no talent whatsoever, and an incredible ability to navigate the corporate

         waters in order to gather power. Bonnie is evil, tyrannical, insecure, and envious. What’s not to love?

      


      Bonnie came from a VP position in another agency, where—I heard—she did a lousy job, and everybody hated her. My friend Irene

         always says, “Executives just keep falling upward, no matter what,” meaning that, no matter how bad they screwed up in their

         last job, they’ll go from vice-president here to senior vice-president there. That was Bonnie’s case.

      


      According to Lynn from Operations, Bonnie started as the assistant of some big-agency VP years ago, and since she had access

         to all his papers and e-mails, she blackmailed him for some sexual peccadillo, making him turn her into a director. Rumor

         has it that she always walked through the offices with a manila envelope that contained the evidence, and if her former boss

         didn’t do what she wanted, she would pull the tip of the compromising documents out of the envelope, just to “motivate” him.

         That’s how her career was jump-started.

      


      So, the moment I got the message from Mary that Bonnie wanted to see me immediately, I picked up my five pounds of tampon-usage

         research—carefully organized in color-coordinated folders—and headed toward her windowed office with the faint hope that she

         would be impressed with my work. I had gathered every recent marketing study on the behavior of menstruating women for Bonnie.

         I know, it sounds farfetched, but the agency was pursuing a big account with a British company that was trying to market a

         new brand of tampons called UK Charms. They wanted to position them as “the new cool tampons” for the youngest demographic,

         so, instead of the traditional discreet white packaging, they came in the brightest and loudest wrappers you can imagine.

         With their little red strings and their colorful applicators, the UK Charms looked a lot like firecrackers. I wouldn’t be

         surprised if someone lighted one up by mistake on the Fourth of July.

      


      As I rushed into Bonnie’s office, ready to present myself as the dynamic senior copywriter that I am—a team player who’s perfectly

         qualified for the available position of creative director—I tripped on Bonnie’s fake Persian carpet, dropping the results

         of my research all over her floor.

      


      Bonnie—who was having her usual poppy-seed-bagel-with-cream-cheese breakfast with Christine from Business Affairs—looked at

         me with open disdain. I felt her condescending eyes on the back of my head as I got down on my knees to pick up the papers

         while avoiding further ripping of my pants. There I was, literally on my knees with my butt exposed, in front of the woman

         I hated the most in the whole world. Could it get any worse? I stood up and faced her with my now messed-up stash of paperwork

         and notes.

      


      “You’re late again,” she said.


      “I stayed really late last night doing all this research…”


      She looked at me as if staying at the office past midnight was nothing less than my daily duty. So I felt compelled to add

         a few more details—fictitious, of course.

      


      “…and I had to stay home a little later because the water pipe of my upstairs neighbor broke, and it flooded my bathroom…”


      She kept looking at me with a “So?” expression, so I kept lying.


      “…and I had to stay to open the door for the super, because I couldn’t leave the keys with the other neighbors. See, they

         went to Cancún for their anniversary…”

      


      At this point, I had to acknowledge that my story had more holes than a block of Swiss cheese. Even I wasn’t buying it. Bonnie

         cut me off.

      


      “We start working at nine a.m. This is the second time you arrived late this month. This cannot happen again.”


      “It will not happen again,” I said, repentant, as if I were apologizing for murdering her nonexistent husband. Scrambling

         to find a way to interrupt the emotional flogging session, I tried to change subjects.

      


      “I found very interesting stuff. If you give me another day to work on it, I could write some bullet points for the meeting…”

         I offered courteously, pointing at my paper mess.

      


      “No. I want to see it myself,” she cut me off.


      “Would you like me to organize them a little, and maybe go through them with you so I can explain…?”


      “I’m busy now. Just leave them over there.”


      Yeah, she was busy. She was busy gulping a poppy-seed bagel with scallion cream cheese. And the bitch doesn’t even get fat.

         We should call her Bony instead of Bonnie, as a tribute to her flat and narrow ass. She made me stay past midnight the night

         before because it was “urgent,” but now eating her bagel was more important than looking at my work. I pulled down the back

         of my blazer in a vague attempt to cover my generous and semi-naked butt, and silently left her office.

      


      On the way back to my cubicle, I decided to stop at the kitchen to get a coffee. Of course, I ran into Dan Callahan. When

         it rains it pours. Here I have to make a sad parenthesis to explain who Dan Callahan is.

      


      Dan is not physically disgusting, but he is way far from being good-looking. Half Irish—I don’t know about the other half—with

         black, thinning hair, greasy complexion, virtually no upper lip, and a couple of inches shorter than me, he’s not exactly

         what I would call a knight in shining armor. He’s like a cross between Jack Black and Rick Moranis. And he’s the last guy

         who asked me out on a date.

      


      It happened about three weeks earlier. Was I interested in him? Not really, but—hell—when you don’t have a lot to choose from,

         you just go for anything. In any case, Dan asked me out probably thinking that I would be an easy lay, and—why deny it—at

         that time I was. After months and months of not having one man approach me with a romantic interest, I would have dated Quasimodo.

      


      Unfortunately, the night of our date Dan got so drunk that when we finally got to my apartment he vomited all over my—real—Persian

         carpet.

      


      You would think that, after such a first date, I would never talk to the guy again. But I’m a very understanding person. I

         give everybody the benefit of the doubt.

      


      Who knows? I thought to myself. Maybe he drank on an empty stomach. Maybe he is hypersensitive to alcohol. Maybe he liked

         me so much that he had an extra drink to gather the courage to make the first move.

      


      So, when I saw him shit-faced and half covered in vomit, I did what any decent woman would do: I cleaned him up, took him

         downstairs, and hailed a cab for him. I called him for the next two days, trying to find out how he was doing, but the bastard

         didn’t even have the courtesy to return my phone calls. As a matter of fact, I suspected that he had been avoiding me in the

         office for the last three weeks.

      


      Back to the kitchen. I could have kept walking and ignored him for the rest of my life, but something—I don’t know what—made

         me step into the pantry to say hi. Actually, it doesn’t really matter why I said hi—the point is that I did it. Dan was talking

         to Mark Davenport, a new account executive from England, who had made Dan his office buddy. Mark gave him a funny look and

         left as soon as he saw me stepping into the kitchen. I suppose that my reputation preceded me.

      


      “Hi, Dan!” I said.


      He stiffened up when he heard my voice.


      “Hey, B!”


      He barely made eye contact with me, maybe hoping I wouldn’t stay. But I like a challenge: if he was going to ditch me, he

         better do it in person. With Mark Davenport gone, it was easier to corner him, so I blocked the exit. Dan started fumbling

         with the sugar and the coffee. Faking the laborious attitude of an alchemist, he started adding a little bit more sugar, a

         touch of milk, and then a little bit more coffee again, as if getting that coffee right was vital to the preservation of the

         human race.

      


      “I called you a couple of times on your cell, but I couldn’t get through,” I said.


      “Oh…yeah, my battery died…”


      Oh sure! His battery was dead for three weeks. The nerve.


      “Well, I just wanted to make sure that you arrived home okay,” I said. “The other night, you were a little…” There was no

         need to say “drunk,” we both knew it. “…but I had a great time,” I finished, with my voice going up an octave.

      


      “Cool,” he said. “Cool.”


      God forbid he should say, “Thanks, B, I had a great time too.” At this point I just wanted to torture him, so I brought back

         some of our fondest memories.

      


      “I was able to clean up the…” There was no need to say “vomit,” we both knew it. “You can hardly see the stain,” I added.


      “Cool,” he said, one more time. “Well…listen, I gotta run, so…I’ll catch up with you…I don’t know, at some point, okay?”


      Yeah, at some point. In my next reincarnation, maybe. He walked out, but I didn’t say goodbye to him. I had said enough.


      Anyway, here’s the part about myself that baffles me: Dan is not good-looking, he treated me like crap, he ruined my rug,

         which I literally carried on my shoulder all the way from Istanbul. But in spite of all that, when he rejected me, it hurt.

         It hurt like a punch in the gut. So I bit my lower lip, served myself a cup of coffee, tried not to cry—which was exactly

         what I felt like doing—and went back to my desk to deal with my ripped pants.

      


      I picked needle and thread from my second drawer, where I keep my office survival kit (Band-Aids, nail polish, tampons, etc.),

         and walked into the empty bathroom. I locked myself up in one of the stalls and proceeded with the complicated task of removing

         my pants in the confined space. I sat on the toilet, propped my legs against the door, and started sewing.

      


      A few seconds later, I heard two women walking in: Bonnie and Christine. Every morning after breakfast they came to remove

         traces of cream cheese and poppy seeds from their teeth and to retouch their makeup. As I sat there quietly sewing, virtually

         invisible with my feet up against the wall, I couldn’t help eavesdropping.

      


      “Did you see that memo from Operations?” asked Christine.


      “I don’t even open their e-mails anymore. What a bunch of assholes,” Bonnie replied.


      The restroom probably wasn’t the best place to discuss business, but since they couldn’t see me, they likely thought that

         there was nothing to worry about.

      


      “So who’s getting the director’s job?” asked Christine, referring to the creative-director position I was applying for. “Have

         you talked to Kevin about it?” she added. Kevin, or, as he’s often called, the Chicago Boss, is the president and founder

         of the agency.

      


      “It’s between Laura, and Ed Griffith. I still have to meet with Kevin, but just as a courtesy, because he’s going to do whatever

         I say,” was Bonnie’s reply.

      


      Great. I was out of the race. And her strong candidates were Laura, who comes from Account Management—no creative background

         whatsoever—and Ed Griffith, who has worked in every agency in the city, but never longer than six months, because he gets

         fired every time. Awesome choices. Naturally, the breaking news bothered me, but I had no time to grieve, because, before

         I could give another stitch to my pants, I heard something even more disturbing.

      


      “How about B? She’s a bit of a workhorse, isn’t she?” said Christine.


      Wow! Christine taking my side? Praising my work? Acknowledging my efforts? She made me feel a little guilty for all the times

         I’d referred to her as “the bitch’s bitch.” But Bonnie helped me snap out of my guilt.

      


      “B? No way! That position is too visible, too ‘hands-on’ with the client. She doesn’t have the skills, and doesn’t have the

         look either. She’s too fat! I can’t send someone like B to have lunch with a client. She’ll spoil his appetite!”

      


      Then they laughed. They fucking laughed.


      “I mean, it’s okay to have B locked in the dungeon doing her work, but…B? Director? I’m sorry, but I just don’t see her in

         a window office.”

      


      There went my dream of having an office that overlooks Central Park—along with any hope to move up in this company. I was

         so devastated that I felt physically weak, so I gripped the toilet-paper holder for support, accidentally dropping a spare

         roll that the cleaning lady always leaves in the stall. I saw Bonnie’s shadow move, as she looked for potential eavesdroppers.

         I guess she checked for legs under the partitions, but since mine were propped against the door she couldn’t see anything—thank

         God.

      


      “We should keep it down,” said Christine.


      “Nah! Who cares? What are they going to do if they hear me? Fire me?”


      And they laughed again.


      Convinced that none of their indiscretions were falling on unwanted ears, they made a few more nasty remarks about other employees

         until Bonnie finally said, “Okay, showtime!”—hinting to Christine that it was time to go back to work and continue faking

         it.

      


      Bitches.


      They left the bathroom, but I stayed there for what felt like an eternity. I was weeping and sewing, sewing and weeping. She’s too fat! I can’t send someone like B to have lunch with a client. She’ll spoil his appetite! I kept repeating Bonnie’s words in my mind, and my tears kept flowing, burning my face on their path. Tears of joy are refreshing,

         but tears of pain and anger are different: they’re bitter, and feverish. They burn like acid on your cheeks.

      


      “Okay, bitch,” I said to myself, as if I were talking to Bonnie, “as soon as I’m done crying my eyes out, you’ll see who I

         really am.” I just said this to say something, because at the time I had no idea how I could get back at her without just

         shooting her in the head with a rifle and spending the rest of my life in jail. It sounded tempting, but—who am I kidding?—I

         can’t even kill a fly without feeling guilty.
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