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    Prologue


     


    Something isn’t right. We are standing in a cold, windowless room that looks like my school cafeteria, only there’s no food here. I know because I checked. Maybe the fat women ate it all, I think. There are dozens of them, spilling over their metal folding chairs and chatting quietly, the soft flesh under their chins wiggling like Jell-O. We find two empty seats near the front of the room, and that’s where we sit: my slim, former beauty queen mom and boy-bodied, bird-legged, prepubescent me.


    A lady dressed like a nurse enters from a side door and steps to the front of the room. When she clears her throat, all the Jell-O chins stop wagging. I sit breathlessly, my fingers clenched around Malibu Barbie’s miniature waist. The nurse, who apparently has a broken mouth because she doesn’t smile and barely moves her lips when she talks, begins calling names. Each time she does, a woman stands and lumbers to the end of her row, amid a lot of “’Scuse me”s and “Sorry ’bout that”s. One by one, they trundle to a stage at the front of the room. On the stage, the nurse is manning a big metal contraption.


    Someone’s grandmother steps up onto it and the sound of clanking metal echoes through the room. “One-seventy-eight!” announces the nurse in a booming voice. “No loss, no gain. Still 36 to go.”


    I realize that the contraption is a scale. Our scale at home doesn’t look like that. It’s a small flat padded thing that says 51 or 52 in box numbers whenever I step on it. Mom and I get on it every Saturday morning. Not together, of course. That would mess everything up.


    Polite clapping ripples through the room. Barbie jumps up and down on my tiny thigh, her hair swishing like a horse’s mane, her disco skirt fluttering up to reveal an audacious absence of panties and an anatomical incorrectness I don’t quite understand.


    A frizzy-haired lady who looks like our housekeeper steps forward. “One fifty-five!” the nurse bellows. “Two more down, exactly ten from goal!”


    The room breaks into thunderous applause, which sends me straight into my mother’s lap. She laughs when I land there, then gently pushes me back into my seat.


    “Mom?” I ask.


    “Not now, Abby,” she whispers, standing. It’s her turn. I watch her glide up to the scale and step on.


    The blonde nurse gasps. “One-twenty-five!” she shouts. “That’s goal!”


    The crowd goes wild. The fat women struggle to their feet, some of them actually crying, all of them shouting and clapping. A throng storms my mother, surrounding her and hugging her ferociously. By this point, the whole mess of them are blubbering uncontrollably. The one-time Miss Manhasset has been granted a new title. Barbie and I size up the competition and decide it’s not much of an honor.


    In the car on the way home, I wait for my mom to explain what I have just witnessed, but she just drives along, singing “Bye, bye, Miss American Pie,” softly and smiling like an idiot. Finally I can’t stand it anymore.


    “Mom—” I begin, raking my fingers through Barbie’s tousled hair.


    “Yes, Abby?”


    “Why were those women crying and clapping for you?” I ask. “Does it have something to do with Daddy?”


    Her smile disappears. She tightens her grip on the wheel but says nothing. “Sorry,” I say, not sure what I should be sorry about but positive I should be. She shakes her head as if to clear it.


    “It’s OK,” she says finally. “It has nothing to do with Daddy. They were clapping because I finally lost those last five pounds.”


    “Oh,” I say easing Barbie into a split on the seat between my legs. “So that’s good?”


    “Of course it’s good, silly!” mom says. “No one wants to be fat.”


    “But all of those other women are fat,” I say. Well, they were. “That’s why they’re there,” she explains.


    “To lose those last five pounds?” I parrot.


    My mom glances at me to see if I am serious. I am.


    “Some of them have a lot more than five pounds to lose, Abby,” she begins, again gauging my response. “But you’re lucky, you’re naturally thin,” she adds quickly. “You’ll never have to worry about that.”


    Fat chance. I am seven years old, skinny as an art deco table leg, and already deeply worried.

  


  
     


    Chapter 1


     


    “Oh for God’s sake, answer the goddamned phone,” I mumble as I lace up a brand-new Nike.


    I get voice mail.


    “Jess, I need a favor,” I plead after the beep, tying the other sneaker snugly. “Can you bring that low-fat cookbook to work today? The one with the soups? It’s an emergency. Call me.”


    I hang up and my phone rings immediately.


    “Abby, are you OK?” Jessie asks in a groggy panic.


    “Sorry, yeah, I’m fine,” I tell her. “I need to get into those skinny jeans you gave me by Friday. Five pounds ought to do it. So can you bring the fat-free soup cookbook to work today?” I rub my sneakers together violently, trying to erase some of the hideous newness. Wear pristine sneakers to the gym and you might as well hang a “lazy slob” sign around your neck.


    “What time is it?” she wants to know.


    “It’s 5:45,” I say. I flop down on my belly and make like a snow angel, dragging the tops of my shoes along the carpet. I pick up a stray cat hair or two, but you could still practically eat off of these things. “I’m on my way to the gym. Sorry for calling so early, but like I said, it’s an emergency.”


    “Clearly,” she deadpans. “Yeah, I’ll bring it. You want the protein one, too?”


    “No thanks,” I tell her, still slightly out of breath from my shoe-rubbing frenzy. “That one gives me gas. Gotta go. You’re the best.”
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