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I thought about saying just two words: “I’m gone.”

—Michael Jordan, January 13, 1999


THURSDAY


1 ·· ELLIOT

I WAS IN THE GIRL’S bathroom forever. Marissa was being a putzy stripper. Over winter break, the stalls had been repainted dusky blue, and that masking-tape-lacquer smell lingered, even with the Sharpied Savage Garden lyrics and trains of hearts and smiley faces see ya, adios. On the back wall, across from the handicapped, there was a poster, a close-up of a grody penis flecked with squinty sores oozing root-beer-colored pus. The caption? STDS DON’T CARE ABOUT YOUR BOO. I’d studied the image a million times, trying to understand why that species appealed to Lisa. For two months now, since Thanksgiving, she’d been too busy dating Junior Carlos—and not just middle-school dating, but weeknight R movies, no parents dating—to be my best friend. I’d only seen one other wiener. Penises didn’t exactly call my name.

“Elliot. Do I seriously have to do this?” Marissa looked like she’d swallowed a stick of Juicy Fruit, ten calories that’d linger in her stomach for seven years. She’d lost twenty pounds since we started, but her lips were still fat. “Can’t we wait?”

My thoughts echoed off the quiet. I didn’t need a Marissa Turner problem.

“Why weight?” I winked. She didn’t get it. “I mean, why wouldn’t you want your picture in there? Everyone does. That’s the best part of Real Talk.”

“Yeah, I know. You gave me the last issue.” With a wooden-heeled clog, she kicked her ketchup-red backpack. All the zippers were festooned with Backstreet Boys key chains. “I can show you. I don’t wanna wreck this, though, when I could lose … whatever. I could lose a lot more. I’m so pre-tide today.”

Her mouth stayed open: her tongue lolled like a dark purple slug, as if she’d sucked a Blue Raspberry Blow Pop. Maybe she’d been cheating.

“Hey! Amy Heckerling represent! Crimson wave, not tide. Big dif! Also: I know what I wrote. You don’t need to prove anything. Girl! You hit a goal! Show that stuff!”

“What stuff?” She planted her hands on her waist, like a challenge.

“Let me look.”

I grinned and glowered. With my arms crossed over my chest, in my black turtleneck and black leggings, I felt like Miss Petite Sophisticate, model of muted glamour. My dark brown hair was shellacked with my dad’s mousse, the lank strands bunned so flyaways wouldn’t interfere with my ferocious mind. Critic, gamine, beatnik: I could’ve passed for Susan Sontag or Audrey Hepburn in Funny Face, but I was an eighth grader, a wannabe writer in French ballet flats. Someone whose mother thought sequined clothes bled cheap.

Marissa wore lint-blue overalls from GAP. She was rubbing the metal hook and eye with shaky hands, her nails painted metallic red and glitter-mob gold. A few months ago, she’d been spready, a bus driver in the butt (when she crouched, the fabric pinched into crow’s feet). Now those overalls sagged. I nodded. A smile gripped my face. I didn’t need to look at Marissa to see her. I knew her numbers, her form: every day I monitored her. The way Anna, my mom, practiced writing poems or doing yogi moon salutes, I studied my clients’ bodies: I knew every sliver of flesh, every ounce, every wax and wane, every eclipse of bone.

No, I didn’t want her bod, but most girls would be green-eyed. I was proud.

“You’ll be an inspiration. Forget Calista Flockhart.”

“Who?”

“Ally McBeal?”

“Oh, that creepy dancing baby? Yeah, Ethan Suva brought in a tape for Ms. McMahon to play in LA, when we were, like, talking about imagery or something, and then she had to turn it off ’cuz she started crying.”

Park Junior High’s edgiest were boys: this depressed me. I fantasized about using the plastic cutlery I filched from the caf to saw my wrist and disrupt the system. No Doubt, Melissa Etheridge, Veruca Salt, Tori Amos: girl power and riot grrrl anthems and Take Your Daughter To Work Days were over-obvious efforts to convince girls they weren’t just girls, as though girlhood were so intrinsically limiting that it could never be synonymous with power or riot or even professionalism. Eighth-graders proved this. They were cowed by difference; they were boring, normal, good, predictably bad. That was another reason Lisa’s horn-doggedness worried me. Recovery had ruined her.

“Get out. That’s brilliant. Ethan’s so right brain, it’s, like, whack.”

“Huh? I heard he was bipolar.”

“You know Ethan’s a savant, right? Well, he’s left-handed, which signals throttled creativity, and a sensitive constitution … artistic genius. Maybe he tapped into Ms. McMahon’s repressed feelings or, I don’t know. Do you think she had an abortion? Wait—didn’t your sister date one of his brothers?”

“Yeah! God, that one really was a psychopath! How’d you know?”

Don’t blow this, Elliot. Marissa and I were sorta becoming friends. When she called for pre-dinner advice, we talked about more than how to make a baked potato disappear without admitting a bite. I’d been chill, but in the bathroom’s Gak-green lights, I was flashing my uncool, like how I always mis-sang Spice Girls, shouting one more, “If you wanna be my lover,” as Mel B. rapped, “So here’s the story from A to Z.”

“You told me at Befores? No clue. Sooooo … Afters!”

I unzipped my soft black pencil case. I took out my camera, a Polaroid Spectra, boxy, easy, point and shoot. It had been a gift from my mom two years ago when, propped on the platform heels of Now and Then, a ’60s revival had swept Park Junior High’s sixth grade. I’d eschewed peace sign necklaces and lime-green tube tops and the aural malaria that was The Archies’s “Sugar, Sugar,” but I loved my throwback camera: it had helped me get Lisa flaca, and I’d been coaching other girls’ weight loss ever since.

“Can I just keep my clothes on? Or, like, my shirt?” Marissa said. “Is my face gonna be in this? Can I do my lip gloss?”

“After pictures don’t have faces. This is a focus on bodies. Don’t worry about your lip stuff. You know there’s calories in those.”

“But my lips look like death.”

“Hey! B Lunch is almost over. We have to do this. I’ve got to get to the library and make photocopies.”

“I just don’t think I wanna. You can’t make me.”

I watched her. She was a mannequin, rigid and melting under shop lights, thirty-five pounds heavier than me, but I could’ve blocked her if I had to, if she tried to bolt. I held the straight-arm hang record in PE. Anna, mommy-plus-one-glass-of-chardonnay, called me Tenacious, Acquisitive, Tireless—Walt Whitman’s way of saying I was a fighter. I checked: the bathroom door was locked so no one could burst in from the Fine Arts wing. I didn’t need Ms. Washburn here wringing her oil-pastelly hands. I needed Marissa Turner to undress and let me take her picture.

I took a ujjayi breath, like Anna had taught me. When I inhaled, my ribs accordioned and I greeted every knot of my hunger. That was comforting. My stomach growled to my volition, which said in signature Spanglish: handle Marissa: ella es una simpleton. Marissa=distraction. Postre. You don’t miss tu amiga mejor; Lisa’s sick.

The truth was Marissa wanted to be coerced. She wanted me to applaud her, celebrate her, Fatboy Slim praise her. And, she wanted my attention, even though my compliments meant zip. Once I gave a girl a goal, she wrote her own story. That’s why Lisa was special: she’d become such a whisper of herself, she almost died.

“If you want to leave, there’s the door. Unlock it and go. Take that skinny butt to the APR. Have a taco salad or a flippin’ slice of pizza. Do it. Like, don’t even blot the grease. Wash it down with a chocolate milk. Have two cartons. As if I care.”

“Elliot, you’re a jerk.”

I unzipped my black Five Star Trapper and flipped to the last tab where I kept client notes and the draft of Real Talk: Meal Talk. Let Marissa feel ignored. I paged through mock-ups of next week’s issue: eight pages, folded hamburger style. 1999 was only fifteen days old. We were still in resolution season. I’d written purifying recipes to inspire my girls to replace their Mr. Pibb and Snapple and Hi-C. Celery water, Lemon Fizz, Cucumber Spaaaahh. “Scooch the Pooch” was a cartoon stick figure doing reverse crunches to blast her lower abs. On the back cover, a Polaroid-sized box, penciled with an X, waited for Marissa.

My clients loved the Afters so much I was starting to believe my mom’s complaints: kids won’t read. (Not can’t, El, but won’t when given a choice.) My audience would grow up to be her students. They wanted gospel and testament, smack-you-in-the-face pictures, obvious proof. Sure, in Health, cockeyed Ms. Cummins lectured about the sorcery of magazines—complexions smoothed, boobs boosted—but those computer programs were out of our reach. We had snapshots—like the one of me and Lisa taped in my locker that verified we really had been best friends: Only a year ago, on a field trip, we’d used our good-girl cred to ditch the Navy Pier food court and wander the boardwalk’s bazaar, buy each other red rope bracelets from Guatemala, blow our lunch money in a photo booth where we mugged for the flash and traded reasons it was stupid to waste life chewing.

“You know I hate this, right?”

I looked up from my binder, feigning shock. “Be thankful you’re getting thin?”

“Yeah right. Sooooo thin.”

Marissa sighed, frowning in the mirror. She tucked her wavy black hair behind her ears. She stepped off her clogs and closed her eyes.

With the grace of a zombie, she unclipped her overalls. The denim slipped over her hips and slid down her legs, eddying at her feet. She pulled off her daisy-printed Henley. She was teen-girl naked, in a buttercup bra-plus set I recognized from the dELiA*s catalog. The underpants sagged. Her hipbones pestered the cotton.

I turned away. Leaning into the mirrors, I scratched a shriveled pimple off my nose. I tried to only see that zit. Nothing was worse than mirrors—especially skinny ones. Mirrors thickened your thighs and widened your waist. They tricked you into believing under-eye shadows spelled weight loss, coerced you into safety so total they’d practically scoop your Rocky Road. I didn’t need a reflection to tell me I wasn’t a pretty starver. I wasn’t a Lifetime movie, seed-bead printing, pipsqueak voice, Hard Candy nails, Clara in The Nutcracker, first-chair flute—I was Park’s only decent eating disorder book, The Golden Cage: a young woman, ascetic, brittle, recalcitrant. Not that I was jealous. Insecurity was a dog I sent to the pound when I got flaca.

“Marissa! Gorgeous! Call Ford. Let’s get you an agent.” I didn’t pedestal clients, but Marissa really was super pretty. Park girls would kill for her parts, like pieces they lusted over in Seventeen or YM: concave abdomen with the merest comma of navel; licked luster of protruding ribs; inner thighs that evinced commitment to the hardest leg lifts. “You’re, like, famine-hot. Everyone’s gonna want your secret.”

“I doubt that.” But she stood still, ready for me.

I looked at her through the viewfinder.

“Don’t smile. Remember, I’m only using your body—’cuz, your body is the smile, metaphorically, after all that hard work. I’ll crop out your head.”

“It’s anonymous, though, right? Will there be other girls in this issue?”

“No.” Idiot—there were never other girls. “You deserve kudos—like, props, not the granola bar. You worked hard: own that! Love your effort. Say skinny!”

“Skinny.”

She forced a wan Picture-Day smile.

I clicked; the Polaroid spat. Marissa’s Before from three months ago was filed in my Trapper: in it, her boobs were up in her clavicle’s biz, a mini-muffin top gabled her waistband, her belly was a mango. I mentally patted myself on the back, vertebrae clunk-clunk. I’d requested Marissa wear the same bra-and-panties, so you could totally see how she’d become Tyra Banks’ gangly kid sister.

“Perfecta. That’s that!” I said, shaking the film. “You can get dressed.”

“Elliot, can I ask you a favor?”

“That’s what you hired me for.”

Marissa glared at the floor, twelve-inch square tiles, white with navy spangles. Not including the three half-tiles in the handicapped stall, there were 180. Ever since getting flaca, I’d loved to count: if pandemonium ever erupted, I’d have mastered my environment, the way my hero Michael Jordan envisioned the court, eyes in the back of his head. Marissa probably just thought it was gross to be in the bathroom, barefoot.

“Can you take a picture with me? Like, in the mirror?”

I was flattered, but not 100 percent. I was anxious, too. I hadn’t taken a picture with a girl since Lisa—I couldn’t repeat that mistake. Her mom had found graph paper where Lisa had compared us, measured our bodies in the photo and calculated their proportions, Lisa’s arm X-times bigger than mine, our knees and thighs, our necks. At the end of last school year, when she was sent to in-patient, her mom pulled up while I was waiting for the bus and handed me an envelope. Inside was a photocopy of the computations, smacked with a Post-It: leave Lisa alone.

I fanned the Polaroid, pretending I’d misheard. “What?”

“Take one with me.” She was a yeller, a cheerleader who stood on a lunch chair, chanting. Now her voice ducked. “You undress. I wanna see. Can’t you?”

“That’s a no. Total no.”

“What’s the big deal, Elliot?”

“Well, it’s weird,” I said. “And sick. Plus, I don’t like to be in pictures. And if I do this for you, everyone’s going to want me to hop into their shot.”

“We’re the same height, aren’t we?”

I didn’t know how she knew this, but I liked that she did.

“So?”

“So it’s hypocritical to make people do something you hate. You’re my goal.”

“Don’t go there, hon. You don’t want to be like me.” I was foxtrotting around a feral cat. “Are you a lesbo?”

“Excuse me?”

“Your body is never going to be mine and vice versa. I know it’s hard—I mean, inspiration is important. But focus on yourself. Unless you’ve got, like, a crush. In which case, cool—but I’m not into girls. So, like, why do you want to see me naked?”

“Who said anything about your naked bone bag? Sicko! How rude!”

“Original, hon. Full House called. Stephanie wants her catchphrase back. Watch your mouth. Remember: you talk dirty, you eat dirty.”

“Give me the picture, Elliot. I don’t want to be in fucking Real Talk.”

“No way. The photo’s mine.”

“Well, the body’s mine.”

“Well, I bought the paper.”

Marissa snorted. As she pulled her overalls, her stomach bunched. In the After, her body was a slim brown column. I should print this issue in color, at least the photo, to show off her collarbones. Or circle them, draw a dialog-bubble: ALMOST!

I didn’t notice her wind back her arm until her fist was coming toward my chest. The thud trounced me, like I’d been lobbed with a dodge ball. I staggered, saw stars, huckleberry blackness. Neon rhombuses. I was a fucking baby! I leaned against the wall and drove a fist into my stomach and winced: Lisa-one, Lisa-two, Lisa-three, Lisa-four.

“Did you just punch me in the boob?” I sputtered. “What the hell? Ho bag.”

“What boobs? Bony freaky.” Marissa had the picture. She pulled open the bathroom door. There was the hallway—green, green, green, the milky smell of puberty, beige.

“Marissa, c’mon! Don’t act like a twat!”

The lunch bell trilled. This was when I missed Lisa the most. When I realized I was nothing. I needed her. I was desperate. I held out my hand, ready for the Polaroid.

“Elliot, c’mon.” Marissa had a playground expression that sang, Na-na-na-boo-boo. “No wonder Lisa’s over you. Stop acting like you’re the only girl who can be anorexic.”

··

C Lunch had begun, but I stayed in the bathroom. Being near the toilets curbed my appetite. If you wanna lech up, if you’re fetishy for ana + brunette, I was into touching my swallow—one hand around my throat, my grip hugging my jugular: it made survival sexy. Kinky, even: my gorge, mi garganta cupped by the glabrous curve between my left pointer and thumb, that webby patch of striation I could never slather with enough Frosted Snowdrop. I kept this from my clients: starving gives you dry skin.

I counted my slivers of Red Delicious, browning at the cut. My mom didn’t monitor the fruit; she just bought it. I fixed lunches.

I chewed with my molars and tried not to taste. The flesh was wintersome. Mealy. Not good. I didn’t want to like food, anyway—I wanted to be adult—Pinter one-acts, Shostakovich symphonies, self-staged orgasms, a body above puberty’s stupefactions.

I spat the chewed-up apple in the sink. Marissa’s Eyeore ’tude, her bratty snark enraged me. I should’ve punched her in the ribs. She was a spineless version of Lisa: she didn’t deserve me. Ef eating, get to the library, I told myself. The Xerox is slow. Like Marissa!

I chucked my apples across the bathroom. The fruit scattered on the floor, ear-shaped splotches. It reminded me of spooge on the girls’ faces in Terrible Twos and Twisted Threes, the video Lisa and I’d watched the last time I saw her outside of school, a few weeks ago at a sleepover before Christmas. It was her dad’s tape: Mr. Breit was freaky.

Truth or dare?

Truth: Ever since watching it, I’d been a touch traumatized.

The movie had me wondering: Did my own dad, Rolf, amuse himself with stuff that sick, all these weeks he’d been in Europe, on business? What would a human dick look like in real life? What if confronting the organ ruined the one boy I like-liked, Ethan Suva? What if some day he wanted me and I’d been repulsed forever by a porn penis: Barbie-tall, pink, foldy like Jabba the Hutt? (Hidden in the vaginas, it hadn’t been so bad, like the penis was a potato replanted in earth.) Ever since that sleepover, XXX images thaumatroped across my brain, sex and girls; girls, sex; Lisa, me.

Daddy, make me a juice box, one porn sister’d said. When Lisa was too grossed out to watch, her fingers latticed across her eyes, I’d relayed to Lisa how wide and wet and gummy a mouth could be, exhausted from blow-jobbing, how his stomach heaved like a woodchuck; the way she sucked him, lovey-dovey, like she was unclogging a milkshake straw. After all that, she wouldn’t return my phone calls. She avoided our trophy case meet-up spot. Today, she hadn’t been in science.

I slid off the counter. My blood pressure painted my head with highlighter fluorescence, radial midnight. What did Marissa know about me or Lisa? I was tired of waiting for our friendship to heal itself, for Junior Carlos to break up with her, for Lisa to go back to being super skinny.

I checked the bathroom mirror. I gave the flaky zit one last scratch. I smoothed my bun. I didn’t want to be like my clients, bruising my knees for a breakthrough. Sometimes I felt like the only girl who tried, the only Park girl who wasn’t slouching through life; I paraded like coronation was imminent. One day I woke up and I was different, I’d written in Real Talk: girls needed to believe they had the power to reset their own lives. Maybe I needed the same wake-up call, too. I needed to listen to my own advice. Puissance, my mom had taught me—and Anna was always right—power was something you orchestrated yourself. I shook my Trapper: two quarters, one phone call. It jingled.

··

In my black turtleneck covering my black training bra hiding my black xiphoid process and my black-blooded, Lisa-lusting heart, I headed to the payphone. Low Mozart issued from the choir room; a struggling modem whined.

I turned down an elbow of hallway, where last quarter’s best artwork hung. Dawdling predated my diet, but hunger helped me fantasize. Adolescence is one big detour. Now, I imagined I wasn’t at Park, but Manhattan two summers ago, with Anna. Anna said imaginative play, gambols or gambles, could be profitable; school should be less structured, more sympathetic to individuals’ constitutions. I shouldn’t miss a chance to hop a train of thought. Trusting her made me strange, but I relished every breath that separated me from Other girls. Other girls hated their moms and feared the unknown; their skinniness was one more attempt to smite the womb. When those girls visited NYC, they flashed peace signs in Times Square, caught the fatuous Broadway shows that came to Chicago. I’d been to Soho—according to Anna, rejuvenated by the muse. For a month, I’d wandered in my mom’s wake, prettied by her company, maître d’s sending us champagnes and Shirley Ts. I’d sat in a diner with black coffee, a leatherette notebook from The Strand, trying to write stories and plays and poems surrounded by burnt bacon butterscotch milkshakes hazelnut coffee toast, heady conversations, micro-dramas and epics; harangues, squabbles, jokes. Anna was right: everyone hung out in someone else’s aisle. She’d taught me how to look—not just at a Jeff Koons, but all over—to see art anywhere: steel drumming muzzied with pot in Washington Square Park, needle-heels lisping across Bergdorf carpets. Art was what to eat (an onion bialy, we chewed and spat in paper bags) and how people behaved. Once, we’d rounded a blind corner onto a gust of cigarette smoke that materialized into a scruffy man, who unleashed a legit Brit lexicon: pardon me, loves. Anna went soft as spoiled fruit. Farther down Mott, she’d said, El, that one got me throatily.

In Park’s glass cases, each pinch pot looked wormier than the next; linoleum prints stood on easels, placards whorled with the calligraphy Ms. Washburn used to make everyone’s name seem special. I stared, bored. Arms over my chest, lips pursed: my reflection was so gaunt I couldn’t see my whole self, only parts. In Soho, there hadn’t been a mirror in our sublet, just jungle-green walls, so my mom and I roamed the city, where a single color couldn’t asphyxiate us.

I walked on. The framed watercolors were big as bedroom posters. When I saw my own, I gagged. My portrait was a black-and-white of Michael Jordan and Spike Lee: it sucked. MJ’s eyes looked meaner than in the Nike ad, like Tim Curry in Home Alone 2. It’s bad, don’t hang it, I’d said to Ms. Washburn; I’d felt guilty, especially after she’d told me not to be a brown-noser. Well. I wasn’t good; I wasn’t like Mike. He’d been my idol since the Flu Game when, parched, nauseous, dizzy, he’d led the Bulls to victory against skeeze-bearded Karl Malone and the Jazz. I’d watched with Rolf, who cried as Scottie Pippin slung MJ’s arm over his shoulder. That’s teamwork. Exceeding your capabilities when you’re surrounded by people you trust. My dad dabbed his red eyelashes with a monogrammed hankie; he was more emotional than me and Anna combined.

··

A punk had plastered a Mustard Plug sticker around the payphone receiver, but the mouthpiece wasn’t covered.

I fed my quarters into the slot. They were my assertiveness fund, a tool I used with clients. Go on, I’d say in the Park Snack Shop. Make the right choice. Yesterday, I’d nearly depleted it, coaching Rocyo, my newest girl, at our trial: I’d walked her to the line, given her a dollar’s worth of coins, told her order wisely. Dunk-a-roo con fresas? she’d said. I’d frowned. Fresa frosting. No.

I dialed. Park was quiet; the ringing went on for a week—could time stop and forget me? I saw the Orlowski-Breit’s phones lighting up, rattling on their receivers, the black cordless in the living room, the furry pink princess from Limited Too on Lisa’s nightstand, the UFO-shaped speaker-answering machine combo in the den. If I got the machine, I’d wait. Phone calls meant hope. Lisa could call back. I pictured her in the ratty blue-green flannel pants she’d worn the last time we hung out, when we’d exchanged presents and watched porn, dozing on the L-shaped black leather couch. Sick, sniffles, a cough. Sneezing like Betty Boop. Blowing her nose rosy, raw. Hoarse. I felt like a mom: I hoped she didn’t have to be alone, that someone was taking care of her, straining the noodles from her Mrs. Grass so she could score a sick day slim-down.

I’d never ditched, but if Lisa needed me, I would. If, before wind chill, the temperature was negative thirteen degrees; if, like this morning, I had to hop on one foot to keep warm, waiting thirty minutes for the bus because black ice made the route run on the inclement schedule and my mom was too late to give me a ride; I would find a way to Lisa. Frostbite could have my fingers.

The ringing stopped. I heard her open her mouth, Angelina Jolie lips. “Hello?”

She didn’t sound at all sick. She sounded fine, a little husky, mature. More beautiful than ever. My pulse snagged. I couldn’t speak.

“Who is this?” She cleared her throat. Coughed.

“Hey! It’s me. So! Random question: Marissa Turner. She went postal during a photo shoot. Like, when she finally let me take her pic, she wanted one together and I wouldn’t and she flipped out, and acted like a total nut, and said something’s up with you. Do you have Lisa Logic? What’s her dealio?”

Lisa exhaled a craggy sigh. “Ugh. Who are you people? We don’t want what you’re trying to sell. So, like, why do you keep calling?”

“What? Wait—Lisa?”

Her voice lowered. “Listen: I’m not talking to you unless you get help.”

I felt like my brain had been dunked in Jolt. “What?”

“El. You. Need. Help. You know what I mean.”

She hung up. I stared at the black receiver, streaked with hand grease. There was no misunderstanding Lisa. Clear, blunt, honest, real Lisa, at home, a victim of Junior Carlos’s menticide. Idiot, I thought. Trying to fatwash me.


2 ·· ANNA

HOW MANY FUCK-UPS DO I get? How many occasions to make the wrong choice? Amendment: how many occasions to knowingly make the wrong choice, to court the wrong choice from across the dance floor, to buy the wrong choice a rum and diet, to engage in light banter with the wrong choice in the trance of house music, to let the wrong choice cup my hips and steer my engine, to despise dancing but hatefully dance, hard and wild as a hartebeest against the wrong choice’s hot heart-center, to get in the wrong choice’s roadster and ignore the wrong choice’s slurring stanzas, to close my eyes and listen to the wrong choice sing-along to Eurythmics, “sweet dreams are made of this” wrong choice, not-breathing-and-so-not-in-my-body wrong choice, wrong choice of Sauvignon blanc and seltzer, wrong choice of knees in the seat and feet out the window, panties on the pavement wrong choice, wrong to want this wrongness, wrong to wrong the wrongness and not just witness, wrong to unzip the wrong choice’s pants, to choke on the wrong choice?

The right choices are few and far between. I savor them:

1.   I have not given up the code to the faculty bathroom. This is good. The faculty bathroom is a Glade-scented haven where I don’t have to worry about running into students or colleagues. I really don’t like anyone. The faculty bathroom is adjacent to the faculty lounge, which is across from my office. You punch *678 on a metal numerical keypad to gain entry. Oh. Shit.

2.   I have confiscated Carlos Rottingham Jr.’s cocaine. Me. His last-semester ENG 101 Professor. Not Tory La Fraga, cowgirl chief of campus police; not Alicia Aurelio, Dean of Liberal Studies’ shoe-obsessed secretary; not Glenn Decklin, Building 13’s whiskey-haired guard, with whom I swap Seinfeld jibes. I, Anna Egleston, knocked on the frost effloresced driver’s side window of Carlos Rottingham Jr.’s emerald BMW at nine a.m., and said, with nary a quaver, why are you sitting out here in the Antarctic and what the fuck is that in the cup holder? Excuse me, hey, you, didn’t we talk about this? Yeah, I don’t know, he mumbled, proving even a graduate of the best high school in the state of Illinois and the progeny of two émigré moguls, one Irish and one Italian, a kid fluent enough in Spanish to volunteer at the Picasso Museum in Barcelona last summer but a self-professed “ghetto geek,” a counterculture wunderkind, can be a cotton-mouthed slacker with the ability to lose all sense of eye-contact-based decency on a dime.

Slavering for inconspicuous suicide. Not wanting to live, but being too apathetic to die.

Like, the horror.

“Give me that,” I said to Rot, motioning toward the plastic bag. He was all cheekbones and blue metal eyes, black hair parted in the center and framing his forehead like parenthesis. And I was too too-much—too cold, too hungry, too angry, too revved from my run—to pause and ask myself why I cared so much, to hold a mirror to my heart and ask of it, what are you doing, Anna, and shouldn’t you be minding your rosters and advisees, couldn’t you be writing? Instead, I snapped at Rot, like I would never even snap at my own daughter. I snapped at him like he had spurned me, lover.

“What did you tell me about this?” My head was in the car: had Rot not been reclining, my lips would have brushed his cheek, streaky pink, my Black Honey pucker marking that flushed cheek, which, coupled with my power, my position, my tits nearly shoved in his face and my nipples bullet-hard beneath my black coat, a lace bra that itched when the heat in my office went into overdrive. All of this made me feel tingled up, vaginally alive, my being was thrival, thrum of an electric shaver in my grip, somewhat unwelcome, on this occasion, in this most public place, the College of Cook County campus, in the oceans of concrete we’ve all been singing about for the past it-seems-like-three-thousand decades, next to a gray Plymouth Voyager with the passenger side collapsed and a Chicago Bears decal flapping off the bumper, in Commuter Parking Lot D.

“I said, what the hell did you tell me about this?”

“I wasn’t going to, fucking, supply you,” he said.

“Give me that,” I was lunging a little, leaning with attitude. I think that constitutes narc status. I saw a bumper sticker on one of my colleague’s Volvos: [Anytown]: WHERE THE COFFEE IS STRONG AND SO ARE THE WOMEN.

Rot squeezed the bag in my hand. “What the hell, professor?”

I ignored that last word. I ignored his resemblance to Jared Leto, the grottos of shadow that give a well-built face such a sexy, suck-out look. I pocketed the drug and walked back to the building, concentrating on my ass.

3.   Thirteen years ago, I ignored my thesis advisor, Arlene, that Luftkopf, when she said, a PhD or motherhood, hm. I have never been an either or. I’m always both.

4.   And Rolf, my husband, from the Ritz-Carlton, Vienna, even this morning, has again assured me he loves this: how I take freedom by the reigns, all the right choices I make. Like no breakfast. Like afternoon coffee with a shot of espresso, an indulgence for which I absent myself from campus. Like trysts. And the declension of our monogamy, more subversive than divorce. This subversion reminds me why I fell in love with Rolf to begin with, which really dumps coffee grounds and motor oil and banana peels in the proverbial water. O Rolf and the acceleration of our cyber messaging, its familiar froideur over AOL! How he loves our daughter Elliot’s independence—independence, he writes, in no small part fostered by her mother. Her mother’s lust for life. Her mother’s—my (so easy to be subsumed by a role)—predilection for working through lunch. For not concerning herself with the stupefying chores of home.

5.   Microwave popcorn.

··

The faculty bathroom is private. The fake geranium is carnelian blossomed, the purse rack teal wire. There is usually a back-up stack of brown paper towels—today there is not. There is a full roll of single-ply toilet paper. The floor is shades of honeycomb and caramel, rectangle tiles the size of dominos that run both perpendicular to and parallel with one another.

It is an unnecessarily busy floor. My head aches to look at it now, with my blood galloping and my brain aroar. The floor, the soles of my boots click against. The floor is always sticky. Piss? Soda? Lotion? And yet the room is an icebox: shouldn’t whatever’s tacky freeze away?

Faulty logic, I think. But I flounder when teaching argument, too. Poet: doesn’t know it, per my department-meeting repartee.

The toilet is white enamel like the sink, minus the hairline cracks. I twist the hot and cold, and the water surges. There I am in the mirror. Silver and exact.

The pedant in my brain hates me: which to enjoy is not to consume. I have become a woman that memorizes Sylvia Plath.

A woman heaving in the bathroom?

It is surprisingly easy—though I’ll be vaporized after.

Butter Blasted was my lunch and now my mouth tastes malolactic. My lips are slippery. The center of my tongue, raked into numbness. Marauded by my congestion, the bathroom smells like dander. The moment is pixelated by sensations. Mountain Dew coruscation of over-sink light. Peals of girl-squeal through walls. Smudgy dun of the faucet. Glossy white paper towel dispenser and its jack-in-the-box crank.

Thank hell I ran first thing this morning. I used the college’s cobbled-together fitness center, pounded the shaky treadmill with the ribbed belt closest to the indoor serenity pond—really, a flotilla of rafted plants the color of soggy green olives—five miles, forty minutes. I’m not fast; I don’t aspire to be fast: I want constancy and consistency, the steady pummeling of chronic, unflagging, devotional, genuflectory dedication. It’s so much easier with my body than my head or my heart. On treadmills. At the gym, for which I am grateful, especially today, when this morning, I couldn’t handle outdoors: the roads have been agony, black ice everywhere, an inhuming, already, too much, this winter; and El was out the door, satchel and apples, black mantis-legs sticking out from her black parka, early for the bus.

There’s an alternate schedule, she told me. For inclement weather, which I’d say this constitutes. Oh, weird one: is there dew point in winter? Mom? Anna?

And I was pulling on my running tights and slicking back my hair, mind hiding in a thousand corners, finding my papers and filling my water bottle and considering calling Rolf—whose cheer and dogged optimism, even after factoring in the seven-hour time distance, when all reasonable men would be further day-calloused, can sometimes make teaching tolerable, minor, detourish, and petty—and deciding against calling Rolf—whose same cheer and dogged optimism can other times make teaching an insurmountably dire indentured servitude, a schooling. Then opening the crisper and finding there weren’t salad mixes to bring for lunch. Entertaining whether or not I avoided grocery shopping in order to tempt the Butter Blasted fates (did I have a postprandial agenda even then?) and cramming apples in my tote.

What, El? I said before I realized my daughter had already gone.

The invisible fan cycles on and the faculty bathroom gets colder. Everything metal hums. I pull my black sweater up, over, my hair statics, my sweater hugs my crown, head, off, over, on the hook. I wear a black lace balconette bra. Under my black wool pants, a black lace G-string. My husband has been in Austria for two weeks, but it feels longer because this trip is one block in a tower of business travel. Jenga, we used to play with Elliot, listening to a tape of The Magic Flute. Which one of these timbers will cause the construction to topple? Another outcome: how high can the shaft grow before you all grow bored and start deciding who deserves the nickname Piccolo?

In the meantime, I refuse to frump.

I am not a math person, though I feel a kinship with statisticians, who deal in factors and odds, probabilities, curves and formulas, outlier conditions: isn’t that a poem? The most I bandy with numbers is when I sestina (soused, it’s been known to go down). Still I can’t account for the calories in microwave popcorn. I won’t even try to gloss the nutritional label. There are popped and unpopped calories, grams of sodium and saturated fat. Servings per bag, servings per box. Total mindfuck.

All I know is, whatever I ate, it’s too much.

My emesis is left-handed, my mimesis right. But seriously, I use my left index and middle finger the way a pitcher, off-duty, relies on the dud. Baby the moneymaker—that’s a Rolfism, something he mockingly reports his colleagues say about golf.

I hinge at the waist and close my eyes as the black nails disappear inside my mouth, wet and sicky hole.

I’ve chosen an ugly hobby—and a fuck up of a student. Rot. Three months of serious eye contact, hardcore fingertip brushing when homework changed hands, bracketed moments in class discussions when I felt myself talking to only one person in the room led up to the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, when I held all-day office hours since Park Junior High is the only school in the district that doesn’t allow for a civil holiday recess and what would I do all day at home when at work I might test my luck? That day was exciting and desperate. I’d arrived to find the sign-up sheet Scotch-taped to my office door a field of blanks until the last one—my 3:15 slot belonged to Rot. He wrote in left-slanting cursive. He’d shown up two minutes early.

Bending over the toilet zings me. I’m always frightened initially, the terror that mounts as a roller coaster ascends: how many more inches before the bottom drops out? Before I start, when there’s no way in hell I’ll be backing down, like a plane taxiing down the runway, about to take off: I’m onboard, knee shaking in time with my pulse, wondering why beverage service isn’t a right away sort of thing so I can be at least holding a glass stem as I wonder if the engine will explode, when I fantasize about yelling, let me off, motherfuckers! Let me off !

In other words: will this be the purge that kills me?

Ah, but you’re a writer, Anna, I tell myself. At times of upheaval, huzzah! Cling to your identity. Relish the risk.

I jam my fingers further, find the place where mouth becomes throat. The first physical effect is coughing. It’s genteel, clipped, a mealtime hack, raised hand, sip of water, no, no, it’s okay—wrong pipe. Nothing frightening. Nothing that would turn gourmandizing heads in a loud restaurant, nothing that would interest nosy students in Building 13’s halls or the lounge’s college-hour occupants, faculty microwaving smelly chicken potpies.

I feel supernatural, rational, brilliant: removing my own food? Mastermind. I am an adult woman, engineering—organically, sans substance or serum or chemical, snorts or injections or charge cards—an altered state.

Then the coughing becomes ugly. I’m not a math person—I’m not a biology person either. I don’t understand the mechanisms that usher cough from hack to expulsion—I only know the distension wrenches my cheeks. They puff—terrible fish—and I spit a dribble of clear oiliness into the water.

But not Sylvia Plath, now, more … Linda Blair-ish.

Have you ever licked a finger and rubbed the buttery salt out from the inside of a bag of microwave popcorn? Harsh fake flavor?

I pause. Tension vises my head, like it’s caught inside an ambulance strobe, red and loud and unavoidable. For a second, I remember why purging frightens me: it’s the only time my mind is wordless.

But my stomach bulges from black coffee and Butter Blasted. There’s no going backwards. Every so-called regression is merely an unfortunate step forward.

The popcorn comes up in three hay-colored hurls; it looks like coarse-ground cornmeal. The sound splats on itself in the toilet, like coital smacking: ass and cock, gut and gut. The sound emanating from me is a whelping howl.

Now I feel nothing.

I’m a body, a vessel, a husk.

Could this be death?

My mother passed with vomit: a pond of it in her lap.

My eyes burn. My fingers are cold: two of them are coated in half-digested snack. I’m shaking. Mirror-me is splotchy skin and gross, especially the cheeks. I vacuum them in, try for pinched. Then I relax. Are they normal? Am I mussed? I don’t think so. I don’t have to touch them to feel they’re sticky. My itchy eyes find my gaze, register some flintiness—shame, satisfaction—wander off.

After I purge, I savor improvidence: pump so much pink soap it pools in my palms.

Actually, I take perverse glee in wasting all the college’s resources: photocopying submissions; filching good envelopes; green, felt-tipped pens.

It’s just one of those things.

I shut the tap. Reaching over to flush the toilet, I feel something, a nothing, the shiver that passes over you during a perfect sentence. There’s a plunk. So small a sound, if the bathroom weren’t the size of a phone booth, I probably wouldn’t hear it at all. If there’d been multiple stalls, I would hear, first, the rub of wadded toilet paper over some woman’s ruddy crotch. An ornery zipper.

I look around. On occasion, three or four times a week, for the past few years, I’ve been ralphing lunch. The atmospherics of afterward are trauma in miniature: How I am fine. How I am shaken. How I am haunted—as if by a churlish physician or a beggar-wraith scrambling for food or my more-sensible self, and yet there is no one in the room. How I deny the purge and replay it, and the binary of avoidance and repetition is not lost on me. I peer into the toilet bowl.

There is my wedding band, diamond diamond diamond, atop a float of masticated popcorn. Something with some sparkle, Rolf had said ten years ago, parading me like a Saratoga mare around Cartier. His effusiveness is so unconditional; he’ll come home with souvenirs for El, and gifts for me, deckled diaries, gold-edged agendas from stationers in Paris and Hamburg and London, ever since he’s been traveling. He’s FedExed silk robes, powder-blue tap pants, chiffon nighties, hand-tatted garters. All the affection is intimidating, when my feelings for him mute so easily, for whatever isn’t immediately before me. I’m a bad mother, and, wifely, a lackluster philandering Eve, and moreover, I find Rolf, his showiness, compensating, cliché, as though I am so provincially-minded that I won’t love him without parochial displays of materialism.

Still, panic burrows in my heart when I see the ring in the toilet. Rot aside, I don’t want to be an unwed woman. The ring is valuable. I have reached the highest salary step. I’m too old to radically reinvent myself: slowly, my habits either will or won’t erode me. I don’t want to be alone.

“Unbelievable.” I mutter it to make sure: first, that I haven’t died; second, that, provided I’m alive, I’m not overheard. I find it comfortingly uncomfortable to talk to myself. “Fucking brilliant, Anna.”

I asked for an epidural with Elliot. Ears, nose, tongue, et al.: I am unpierced. I won’t accept Rice Krispies treats prepared by colleagues for fear of Salmonella, Listeria, errant hairs, flea-flecked fur of cats and dogs. This is to say: I exhale with relief and pluck the ring from the toilet, lest it sink further.

My fingers are barfy. I am not repulsed by what I disgorge, which isn’t really so much. It goes down with one flush.

I rinse off the ring. Through the stream of water, the gold’s shape warps. My fingers are too cold-shrunk to put it back on. I slip the band in my back pocket and that’s when I remember the baggie I took from Rot. I pat it through the fabric; it feels like—how I imagine—a hemorrhoid.

In a flash, I see myself on a closed-circuit monitor: a topless woman in business-casual black, fishing around the toilet, talking to herself, tapping her own ass.

I check El’s third grade Casio, the only watch that works with my wrists. They have always been small. I have not purged myself into thin wrists. The minute and the hour hands refuse to stop waving. I pinch the bridge of my nose, squeeze my eyes, try again. There: five minutes, and I teach.

How should I handle Rot’s coke? If I were teaching creative writing, this could be a prompt: Invent a character. Interrogate someone who must decide whether or not to keep something she’s shoplifted. Write a vignette that stems from a middle-aged woman asking herself this. But I’m not teaching creative writing. I’m teaching Comp. My coke is intro paragraph, body, body, body, conclusion. Thesis reiterated throughout. And topic sentences, please. How I handle the coke is mine alone.

I have options. Time. My classroom is around the corner, down the hall. A professor has permissions, allies, occasions to be late, ways to make covert phone calls, last-minute options. A professor always does, but an attractive, female professor has more means of recourse. Men. Procedures. Handouts on mandated reporting inside plain black binders that sit unopened on the bottom shelf in an office. I could consult the protocol, never as juicy as the term’s opacity. Surrender the contraband. File a report.

I could go rogue, police on my own: flush the baggie, forget Rot. Lift the rug and sweep, sweep, sweep.

Third option: let’s call it the Sartre. Nothingness lies coiled in the heart of being—like a worm. Nothing is what I decide to do. In this way, I will tempt danger. The bag could rupture, the powder seep through the fabric, into my skin: farfetched, not absurd. Absurd is Russell Edson—a poet who’d imagine a situation to an unimaginable end. What’s so terrific about fantasy? Every three years, in Contemporary Lit, they go gaga over Edson, poetry’s kooky Tom Hanks. Am I spiteful? Only afraid to abandon myself to my own writing. That’s what I’d discovered that Soho summer with Elliot.

My sweater’s hem covers the pocket’s bulge. I’ll keep the baggie close. I’ve known Rot since I called roll last August. He corrected the roster: “My name is mad pretentious. Carlos Rottingham Junior? Douchebags and douchebags. Call me Rot.” Rot will come. It’s been since Thanksgiving that we partied. Too long. He’ll be looking, for me, his coke. In his first essay last semester, a personal narrative in response to the question, “What drives you,” Rot submitted a two-page response another professor would’ve interofficed to the Dean of Students. Rot wrote about the chase. That’s when I knew I wanted him. Alone in my office, my green pen hovered over his words: how he was always searching for the next high, the one that would put every one preceding it to shame, the one “deleterious enough to destroy him.”

Oh baby, I thought, feeling motherly and uncapped. I dropped my pen. Me too.
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