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To Jeff, who makes my dreams come true every day


If I didn’t define myself for myself, I would be crunched into other people’s fantasies and eaten alive.

—AUDRE LORDE



CHAPTER 1




Everyone hated a fat woman, but none more than she hated herself.

Alice knew this to be true. Today’s proof? She, along with six other substantial women, stood in the parking lot avoiding each other, as though their abundance of flesh might transfer from body to body, despite all waiting to board the bus for the same reason: “the unique opportunity to spend an entire month exploring ways to bring yourself into balance.”

Balance, as written in the Waisted brochure, implied weighing less. The virtually memorized pamphlet tucked in Alice’s jeans pocket promised a new life. The women scuffled in the leaves in the parking lot of a designated Dunkin’ Donuts—a meeting place Alice suspected, for no good reason, had been chosen with deliberate irony. She pushed away thoughts of mean-spirited motivation, chalking up her suspicion to nerves and rising hints of buyer’s remorse.

The thick smell of donuts blew around with the scent of fall leaves. As Alice shuffled from her right to left foot, pulling her suede jacket tight against the wind, a redheaded white woman approached with an outstretched hand.

“I’m Daphne.” Being much shorter, she had to look up at Alice. “And nervous as hell.”

Before Alice could do more than shake Daphne’s hand, a uniformed woman came into view, self-importance emanating from her stiff shoulders to the black pen she clicked on and off.

“No talking, ladies. Line up, tell me who you are, and then march on board.” She checked names against a paper fastened to a red clipboard. One at a time, the women climbed the steps of a repurposed school bus. After the last participant dragged her crazy-wide thighs up the stairs as though this ascension were an Olympian event, the woman in charge marched aboard.

“Listen up. I’m the driver. Here are your rules.” Though she wore no cap, an invisible one seemed perched on her head. “You will have five minutes for any last texts or emails that you wish to send. After that, you will give me your cell phones and wallets. Tell your loved ones you’ll speak to them in four weeks. Until that time—”

Daphne, her voice breaking, raised her hand. “What if—”

The stern woman held up a hand. “No exceptions will be made. Every one of you signed agreements containing this information. You will be allowed to write letters. This is not meant as punishment; it’s your first step in freedom from your past. From this moment on, you concentrate on yourselves and no one else.”

Alice stared at her phone, pulled up the keyboard, and then closed the screen. She repeated the exercise three times until shutting off the device. She’d already sent all the explanations to her husband that she could muster. To her parents as well. Additional messages wouldn’t help justify her actions.

The driver walked down the aisle, hand out. When receiving each phone, she peeled off a sticker—a small name tag, it turned out—and placed it on the back of the device. “To ensure you get the right phone back,” she explained.

After handing over her phone, Alice unfolded the creased and much-read brochure.

“Waisted: Where You Discover You Can,” the luminous cover announced.

A photo of a sprawling mansion, rays of sun shining through clouds and dappling the windows with sparkling promise, covered the front. Adirondack chairs dotted the green lawn. Giant sunflowers waved from a garden in the distance. Muscular women with strong-looking legs lay on straw mats.

An avalanche of fancy words for slimming down drew her, once again, like a magic potion. Idealized photos revealed attractive, plump women in yoga positions, diving into a pool, and sitting cross-legged in circles. Alice read again the quote she’d highlighted in yellow. “ ‘If there is no struggle, there is no progress.’—Frederick Douglass.”

She pushed away thoughts about the brief paragraph regarding filming for educational purposes.

None of the women sat far from the front of the bus, though nobody shared any of the bench seats. They only darted covert glances at one another. As though imitating the brochure, they formed a virtual UNICEF poster of heavy women: white, black, Hispanic, Korean, and Indian. And then there was Alice, representing mixed race, though who knew into which category they’d slotted her.

Alice tried to ignore her period cramps and the nausea brought on by exhaust fumes. Perhaps the first test of fortitude “as you embark upon a journey of inner exploration to reevaluate your lives and learn how the mind-body connection affects your body,” was this bumpy ride to the Northeast Kingdom of Vermont. After traveling for hours, Alice wanted to separate from both her outer and inner explorers. Sleep threatened to overtake her, the day having begun with an early train ride from Boston to Springfield.

Alice needed food, water, and ibuprofen.

The women surrounding her were dressed as though they were headed to a brunch attended by friends they wanted to impress. Without phones, zoning out with headphones and a playlist was impossible. A dark-skinned woman with red glasses clutched an unread paperback, but most of them simply gazed out the window.

After three hours, they left the highway and turned onto a two-lane state road. Neither homes nor businesses appeared on either side. The area seemed deserted.

The driver made a sharp left, though no identifying marker beckoned from anywhere, and steered the bus up a narrow paved road. After driving up as though on the ascent of a roller coaster, the ride evened out as the road gave way to tamped-down dirt. They slowed to a crawl along a single-lane road bordered by a low rock wall until reaching an open area fenced in by barbed wire. Here the bus entered a road bisecting a magnificent field strewn with fiery maple leaves until resuming its journey to the top of a long circular driveway.

Alice put a hand to her heart as the vehicle shuddered to a stop. From this vantage point, high up a mountain, she beheld the breathtaking view: multiple valleys colored by a riot of October colors.

“You’ve arrived.” The driver’s sardonic grin unnerved Alice. “Enjoy.”

Across two football fields’ worth of grass loomed a yellow mansion, topped with a copper-topped cupolaed roof. A vast white porch curved around the building.

The women exited the bus and walked the long brick path leading to a set of broad perfectly painted brown stairs.

Hanging from a porch beam swung a cryptic wooden sign.

Welcome to Privation.



CHAPTER 2




ALICE

Seven Years Previously

When Alice Regina Thompson arrived at her parents’ home in Boston, she could only be described as emaciated by love. Broken love. Although she was twenty-eight, and although she’d lived in New York City since college, the rambling Victorian still epitomized home to her.

Her jutting clavicles and razored cheekbones panicked her parents. Despite having been early enrollees in the war against sugar, Alice’s mother and father raced to the kitchen and prepared butter-soaked, syrup-drenched stacks of pancakes.

Alice wanted to please them, but she couldn’t take a single bite. She apologized, left the table, and climbed the stairs to her still-intact girlish bedroom. Tears fell as she tortured herself with images of the man from whom she had wrenched herself; the man who had lied to her for four straight years. Still, hope trickled even as she wept, thrilled that she could feel her hip bones poking through her jeans, excited by the newly concave bowl of her stomach.

The crazy white boy her parents called him—which made more sense coming from her black father than from her white mother. Patrick had reeled her in with a patchwork of menace and musical genius, with his buzz-cut hair, his scruffy leather jacket, his boyish-tough ways. Dope dealing (minor, she assured herself) and gun carrying (just for show) had excited her at twenty-four—Alice being the child of her parents’ straight-laced love, spiked with politics and doing the right thing. Her parents’ goodness somehow brought on her bad-boy habit.

Perhaps having sensed that Alice was wising up, Patrick gave her an engagement ring—an oversized marble of emerald that flashed each time she moved her hand. A coke-deal-fueled piece of bling, a ring even a girl as unschooled in jewels as Alice would know to be worth multiple thousands of dollars.

And then Alice found out about the not-exciting wife back in Louisiana. Soon that gumball of a ring was financing her return to Boston.

Whispered parental conferences culminated in convincing her that a regular job, a well-paying job, a do-gooder job, using that public policy degree for which they were still paying New York University, would cure her of Patrick.

The underused Cobb Community Center needed a manager, a perfect position for Alice. There she stumbled into a long-won neighborhood war, played out through basketball games so intense the multihued crowds of spectators resembled West Side Story. Alice, born and raised in the Mission Hill section of Boston where the Cobb was situated, understood this cast implicitly. The community was mixed enough to fight Boston’s past as a racist city—and mixed enough to confront the reality of the present.

Alice inherited two staff members: a dedicated custodian and an apathetic athletic director, Dave, who earned his check by reading the Boston Herald, flirting with the neighborhood girls, and inflating the balls piled in his office. Neither a slower reader nor a less successful flirt had ever existed.

By her second day at the Cobb, Alice noticed the sad girls halfheartedly jumping rope in a corner and boys throwing deflated volleyballs short distances, appearing hopeless about the chances of escaping the room’s perimeter.

“Give the little kids some time,” she told Dave. “Tell the guys to take a break.”

“You’re kidding, right?” he asked. Then he chuckled, unaware how laughing marked his possible future collecting unemployment.

Alice marched from his office into the cavernous gym, forcing her way through the crowd of sweaty bodies.

“Give me a moment!” she yelled at full volume. The young men running on the court continued passing and throwing balls as she stood on the parquet flooring. The smell of rubber assaulted her as the basketballs whizzed by.

The young men on the court that day were black. Dave was white. Alice appeared both or neither, depending on the eyes of the beholder. Being overlooked by any culture came as no shock to her.

Patient and expressionless, she waited. The boys continued running around her as though she were a prop.

The ball flew over her head. When they ran by, their skin brushed hers.

Alice had learned endurance from her father, along with sports, manners, and the gift of analyzing situations. Her mother had passed on the gene for righteousness. Both parents taught her the benefits of determination.

Alice, who stood five foot ten and change, darted out and up and caught the ball while Dave, slack-jawed, stared from the entrance.

“Give me your whistle,” she said.

Dave ignored her, though whether from disrespect or disbelief, Alice didn’t know. He gaped as he took in the scene, turning his head from her to the guys as though weighing odds and betting on the boys.

She threw him the kind of stare that her father would have thrown. Zeke had been one of the first black basketball players from his hometown of Madison, a small city outside Atlanta, to receive a college scholarship. Her father took no shit, whether as a tenacious point guard or during his tenure coaching basketball and teaching history at Boston’s venerable English High School.

Dave lifted the lanyard from his neck. Alice put it on. She wiped the mouthpiece, blew once, twice, and then, when she realized she needed to blow it a third time, she continued until every one of them stopped running around screaming at her to hand over the ball.

“Out. Under your own power, please. Calling the cops is the last thing I want to do today.” Alice had learned the art of talking tough without a bit of screech from her mother, who barely topped five feet. Bebe, a delicately pretty girl who had no interest in sleeping with the local hoods, needed backbone growing up in Red Hook, Brooklyn.

The young men shuffled out with sneers and narrowed eyes, sucking their teeth and muttering. The little kids, wide-eyed at seeing their heroes/bullies vanquished, tiptoed out after them.

“Lock it up, Dave,” Alice instructed.

He shook his head and cocked an eyebrow, maybe wondering why God sent this stupid woman to mess up his perfect setup. Then he locked the doors.

“They’re gonna be real mad.” Clearly, Dave believed the toughs would win the war.

Ten minutes later, Alice taped up an oversized rectangle of cardboard. Scrawled in thick black Magic Marker was the following:

Gym Closed Due to Lack of Respect. Will Reopen in One Week.

Rules and Schedules Will Be Posted at That Time.

When the gym reopened, the problems disappeared. There was an understanding now: the guys needed the basketball court; Alice required policies. They called her Miss Alice. She treated them well, helping them find jobs, get back in school, and advising them on how to fill out tax forms and open bank accounts. Memories of Patrick-the-crazy-white-boy-married-musician faded as she worked on changing this one corner of the world.

Soon she met Clancy Rivera. The tall column of confidence, a filmmaker as shiningly groomed as the musician had been deliberately ragged, captured Alice’s heart. He appeared outlined in truth.

Once again she began to eat.

•  •  •

Seven years later, the Cobb boasted a preschool program, senior exercise classes, an after-school center, a ceramic workshop, and adult education ranging from graphic design to online literacy. Alice and her board of directors hunted for funds weekly. Today, for example, she was laboring on a small grant for a new stage curtain, which she hoped to install before winter.

As Alice leaned toward her computer, her skirt band dug into her ever-expanding waist. Rather than working through lunch, she should have been downstairs lifting weights. Jumping rope. Walking the treadmill. Instead, Alice slipped a handful of orange Goldfish from the box she supposedly kept for the kids who ran in and out of her office.

Calm reigned at the Cobb at two o’clock, before the onslaught that occurred when school let out. The library, art room, and dance studio waited, empty. A few lonesome old-timers walked in circles around the gym, relaxed in their no-name sneakers. During these sacred hours, they stretched or threw a ball without fear of the neighborhood hotshots—who were sleeping off the previous night’s high—or school kids hogging all the space.

By three, the place would fill up as though Alice were giving away candy. For now, though, she enjoyed silence as the staff prepared for the day, or, more likely, hid from her to gossip, flirt, or text unseen. They hated her “no cell phones turned on while working” rule, always trying to circumvent it by swearing to sick children, about-to-die fathers, and at-death’s-door grandmothers. Each time, she reminded them that the Cobb had a phone and someone who answered it.

The front door opened with a screech, a warning sound she appreciated. Too often she was alone in her office, and over the years, there’d been incidents. Addicts shot up in the bathroom on a regular basis—as did women in business suits who worked at the nearby insurance company. Hidden caches of stolen computers and phones would be sold in the basement unless Alice remained vigilant.

Footsteps sounded. “Hello? Anyone here?” a woman called.

Alice recognized the voice. Her assistant director’s ex-wife. She rose and pulled at the constricting waistband of her skirt rolled into a bent circle of sweaty agony. She shrugged on the light cotton cardigan to cover her sleeveless top, stuffed her feet back into her low-heeled pumps, and walked to the lobby.

“Evie,” Alice said. “Long time.”

“Yup. Pretty long. Ken here?” Evie’s sour expression didn’t presage a friendly visit. Before Ken and Evie’s bitter split, she visited often, kidding around with Alice. Now, with Alice on Ken’s side, their interactions were frosty. Ken had cheated on Evie and lied, but he had also been Alice’s second in command from year one. It killed Alice, but she counted on Ken too much to carry Evie’s water, so she remained on Team Ken.

“Where is he?” Evie asked. “The boys are outside. He’s missed the last two visits.”

Alice tried to think of a proper walk-the-line response that was sisterly to Evie while also loyal to Ken. “How are they?”

“How are who?”

“The twins. JD and Bennie. I’d love to see them.”

“Well, that makes one of you who works here.” Evie tipped her head to the side. “He owes me September child support. It was due on the first.” She peered down her glasses and nodded, in total agreement with herself. “So, where is he?”

“He’s not coming in for another two hours.”

Evie stayed silent, as though sweating information out of Alice.

“Tonight he’ll work late. There’s a game. Ken has to lock up.” The quiet became uncomfortable. “Looking good, by the way. Great.”

“I lost weight.” Evie swept her eyes up and down Alice. “Meanwhile, you went and got even fatter. You pregnant again?”

“And what? Carrying the baby in my thighs?” Alice laughed as she considered using one of the confiscated knives locked in her desk to cut out Evie’s tongue.

“You better watch it. You can’t carry it all that well, you know. You got more gut than butt. Doesn’t work for you. Be careful and keep an eye on your handsome husband.”

Alice crossed her arms over her breasts. She swelled, her stomach lurched into a Mount Vesuvius and bubbled over, spilling down to make an apron of flesh.

Alice’s mom had taught her many things, but not how to be an outright bitch. Still, by thirty-five, Alice had learned her methods.

“I doubt I’ll see Ken. You should write him a note and put it in his box. You got paper?”

“Just give him my message when he comes. Not like he’s rushing to give me what’s mine.”

“Write what you need him to know.” Alice handed her a notebook and pen from the table under the bulletin board, squared her shoulders, and walked back to her office.

Alice never trusted where she stood with anyone. Black folk assumed she was mixed—they had sharper eyes than any white person for the telltale signs. Then they gave off signals that they considered themselves deeper than her, or they presumed Alice thought she was better than them.

Liberal whites were too damn eager to show how much they loved her right from the get-go, scarcely able to control their eagerness to adopt her as their very best new friend. “Black lives matter!!” “Oh, do you want me to call you African American? Black? Half? What are you, anyway?” Said with a smile, because they admired all cultures! Which, of course, allowed them license to pry at will.

“What are you?”

Color shaded most every interaction in her life. Both her cultures could irritate her, especially their similarities. Jews, like her mother; Southern-backgrounded black folk, like her father—both sides always ready with opinions, blunt, bold, not giving a damn what they said. If a thought came into their brains, they shouted it out.

Sometimes she thought it would be worth a million dollars to live her life with people who kept their goddamn opinions to themselves.

She reached into her bottom desk drawer and got out the family-sized bag of M&M’s she regularly stashed under a pile of unused files and stuffed them into her mouth by the handfuls. Overly sweet chocolate pasted her tongue, while the gritty bits of shell wedged like shrapnel between her teeth. Machinelike, she scooped out the candy, shoved in the pieces, masticated, and began again, hardly waiting to swallow as her full hand stood ready like an eager soldier, prepared to send the next wave of reinforcements to their deaths.



CHAPTER 3




ALICE

Experience had taught Alice that M&M’s lodged first in her belly and then attached themselves to her thighs. She needed to shove her fingers down her throat and expel them before they rooted, but moments after eating the last piece of candy, the phone rang, kids piled in, and her office opened to a revolving door of complaining staff:

“My budget doesn’t account for the holiday crepe paper that I buy every year.”

“My check was wrong.”

“Everyone gets more of everything than you give me!”

They crowded around her, clutching for help and off-loading their frustrations.

“I’ll put in for an increase for the supply line,” she promised, and then sent the athletic assistant out for a burger and fries.

“I’ll call Central Office, but they won’t be able to issue an immediate check.” She smiled and offered the child care teacher a handful of Cheetos from the box behind her.

Eating her way through anxiety—her childhood habit—returned more each year. As a girl, she pushed away name-calling by either side of the racial aisle—acting all “sticks and stones” as her parents instructed, and then stuffing down the fury.

During Alice’s childhood, her mother got hurt and teary whenever Alice yelled, “You’ll never understand my life!” Inevitably, the discussion turned to how hard Bebe continually tried to know her struggle, followed by a one-sided conversation about the Holocaust, as it had touched distant relatives, or in which civil rights demonstrations family members of theirs had marched.

Fearful of upsetting her mother any further, something that always ended badly, Alice had used her allowance to buy potato chips. Playing in the Mission Hill Little League, competing on the after-school swim team, and taking dance lessons with Miss Margie kept her muscled, but now, where she’d always been a powerfully built girl—thin for occasional stretches, sometimes chunky, but always athletic—Alice had worked her way up to postpregnancy, full-fledged fat. Six years postpregnancy.

And, of course, there was Clancy’s condemnation of her increasing dress size. His disapproval led to secret lunches and dinners with S.J., aka Sharon Jane. S.J. had been her best friend since thirteen, sneaking everything from wine coolers, to forbidden concerts, to McDonald’s binges, to throwing up the Big Macs they had just inhaled. They never stuck their fingers down their throats more than once or twice a month. They weren’t crazy girls. Now Alice monitored her purging with the same sense of responsibility as she did her menstrual cycle.

She picked up the phone after chasing the last whining employee from her office, needing the connection you got only from best friends. “I gave in again, S.J.”

“What happened?”

“Evie, that bitch, Ken’s ex, called me fat.”

“So you ate.”

“So I ate. And I wanted to get rid of it, but the teeming hordes took over my office. And then, just when I thought it was safe, Keely came in.”

Sharon Jane already knew the child was Alice’s favorite kid from the after-school program. The opinionated eight-year-old exuded energy. When Sharon Jane first met her, she saw the girl’s love for Alice in seconds. The child worshipped everything from Alice’s wild waves to the sharply modern jewelry she wore.

“Uh-huh. How long?”

“Since eating?”

“Since last time throwing up.” Sharon Jane shuffled papers loud enough for Alice to hear. Her sign of I’m at work; time to hang up. Who could argue with a school nurse?

“Couple of weeks. But yesterday was a truly awful eating day.” She ticked the list off on her fingers. “First, my regular breakfast at home.”

“With Clancy and Libby?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So, peanut butter on whole wheat.” Best friends remembered each other’s dietary habits.

“Right. But then, when no one was looking, I had a midmorning bagel. With cream cheese. And then, as though he has a secret camera on my office, Clancy called, asking ‘How are you doing?’ using that tone I know all too well. I’m sure he’s all worried about how I’ll look at the awards dinner. I never should have told him I was dieting. And the dinner, by the way, is only two weeks away, so I damn well better purge. Anyway, that led to mac and cheese, to pie, to M&M’s, to burgers—I can’t even . . .”

“What time was the last of it?” Sharon Jane was no doubt thinking the same supposed facts as Alice:

Food travels down the esophagus at a rate of approximately one to two inches per second—the entire process takes about five to six seconds. In the stomach, food tends to hang around for a little longer; this depends on a variety of factors, including the amount of food you have consumed, how much fat it contains, and the acidity of the stomach. However, all food should leave the stomach within two to four hours.

There was still time to get it out. “I better run. My mom’s home with Libby.”

•  •  •

Fifteen minutes later, Alice opened her apartment door, ready to rush through with a frantic “I need the bathroom!” but she was stopped by the sight of her girl cradled in her grandfather’s well-muscled arms like a doll held by a friendly giant. Libby’s soft curls appeared transparently bouncy measured against her grandfather’s deep-brown skin.

“Momma!” Libby used her hands as leverage to bounce from her grandfather’s lap to throw herself at Alice.

“Sweetness.” Alice leaned over and buried her face in the scent of her girl’s day: playground sweat, Grandma’s molasses whole wheat cookies, and Grandpa’s lime cologne. Plus, something else recognizable, but not everyday familiar.

“Macon’s here?” A trace of her brother’s clean-laundry smell lingered in Libby’s hair.

Maternal love and the requirement to purge roiled.

“He met us at the park.” Her mother’s smile reflected the joy she derived with every breath Macon took. “He’s using the facilities.”

Damn apartment had only one bathroom.

“I’m home, and I want the bathroom!” Alice yelled down the hall. “You better not be using it as a library.”

“Don’t yell at him,” her mother said. “People get all tied up from that sort of thing.”

“By ‘tied up,’ you mean constipated, Bebe?” Her father shook his head. “ ‘Facilities.’ ‘Tied up.’ Stop being the queen of protection, sweetheart; our delicate ears will survive the proper terms. Macon’s intestines can handle Alice.”

Bebe turned her attention to Libby. “People shouldn’t be shouting, honey.”

Alice rolled her eyes and shouted at the bathroom door again. “I mean it! Put down the magazine!” No more stocking the bathroom with all those juicy weeklies and monthlies. It only encouraged folks to stay.

“Can you see through walls?” Her mother stacked up dirty bowls and cups littering the coffee table. “Leave him be.”

Alice placed Libby on her mother’s lap before her mother could stand up. “Snuggle,” she demanded. She went into the kitchen area, aggravated by the open layout, which allowed no privacy from her always-watching family, and grabbed a sleeve of saltines from the cabinet.

“Eat something nutritious, honey. White flour will kill you—”

“I don’t want Mommy to be killed!” Libby’s alarm stopped Bebe short.

“Of course not, baby girl. I didn’t mean that. Let me explain hyperbole.”

With her mother’s attention monopolized briefly by trying to untraumatize Libby, Alice shoved in as many crackers as her mouth could hold, following them with a glass of lukewarm water. In Bebe’s world, if processed flour was trayf—poison—hurting a child was pure evil. Her mother would love nothing more than wrapping her family in down, flannel, and vitamins. Macon’s kitchen shelves, lined with dried lentil and bulgur, must have brought Mom to ecstasy.

Alice believed that her mother loved her children the same, but she also believed that Bebe loved Macon with less disappointment. Her brother had lived up to his name from the start. Her parents had searched for strong names, though Bebe was the adamant one; Alice’s father would have been happy with any name his wife found euphonious. Proving how African American he was wasn’t something that Zeke Thompson felt the need to establish.

Meanwhile, Bebe combined her strangling love with a determination to provide her children with rock-solid foundations, including their names. Macon honored Macon Bolling Allen, the first African American man licensed to practice law in the United States, and Alice bore the name of Alice Allison Dunnigan, a civil rights activist and the first black journalist to accompany a president, Harry Truman, on a campaign trip.

Their middle names held what Bebe considered to be the best of their Jewish heritage: Regina, for the first female rabbi, Regina Jonas, a German woman, who was murdered in the Holocaust; Ossie, for a Jewish basketball player from the 1940s, Ossie Schectman of the New York Knicks—though most thought it was for actor Ossie Davis.

“Heavy hangs the head holding these names,” her brother teased their mother, and yet, look at him: working his way up the ladder of Boston’s legal community. Bebe probably had a secret Macon Ossie Thompson for President fund. (Despite her joy at Barack Obama’s election in 2008, Bebe was a bit miffed that he had taken away Macon’s shot at being the first African American president of the United States.)

The solid sound of Macon’s footsteps sent Alice racing for the bath room. After locking the door, she ran the water full force, letting it crash into the porcelain. She fell to her knees, feeling the familiar cushioning of the thick, gray bathmat that blended with the stone floor.

Soggy saltines came up colored with M&M’s and mixed with French fries and hamburger. Partially digested ketchup-tinged bread resembled bloodied tissue.

Well-being overtook Alice—the welcome calm that followed her induced storms. Valium of her own making. She promised herself she wouldn’t end up like this again. At least not for two weeks. Or a month.

After washing her face and gathering her long hair into a ponytail, Alice sprayed an orange cloud of air freshener. She dabbed lavender on her wrists and temples and rinsed her mouth with Listerine.

Again, she vowed this to be her last time.

Sponging the countertop and swiping around the toilet brought the bathroom back to pristine. Clancy would stand for no less. They had bought the condo when she was pregnant—leaving his loft in East Boston, where they lived together for a short time before marrying—sharing the space with an overwhelming amount of film equipment. Tripods, video cameras—from the smallest to his Red Epic, lighting equipment, and microphones—the list unwound forever. Filmmakers traveled heavy.

The loft’s cement floors would have shredded baby knees. Here, at the converted brewery, glossy oak caressed their feet. Granite tiles in the kitchen and bathroom warmed the floors with heated coils. Located at the seam where the Mission Hill and Jamaica Plain neighborhoods met, Alice’s residence was simultaneously spitting distance from her childhood home and a million psychic miles away from the society of her upbringing.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of the entire family visiting?” she asked as she entered the living room. “Did Mom sound a call to order?” Bebe picked up Libby from school three times a week; her work offered flexibility. After years using her hard-won MSW—writing papers and studying while Zeke, Alice, and Macon slept—working for the Massachusetts Department of Children and Families, she now had a private practice. Of course, as Zeke mentioned almost weekly, her clients were more pro bono than profitable, smiling as he, once again, deemed her born to be a social worker.

“I needed a Libby fix.” Alice’s father stood, stretching until he appeared taller than his six foot four. “And now I could use a gallon of Bengay.”

“I keep telling you that you better exercise some.” Bebe shook her head in exasperation. “If playing with a five-year-old puts your back out, shame on you. Maybe you should leave that desk and get a little exercise.” Alice’s mother put her arms out. “Come on, baby. Give Grandma some sugar before we go.”

Macon and Alice raised their eyebrows and grinned. Alice raised her hand to her mouth to hide her rising laugh. Depending on their moods, they smiled or squirmed when Bebe peppered her speech with Southern expressions or Zeke called them tatelah or used some other Yiddish word. But when Zeke adopted the Yiddish Zayde as his grandpa name, they had to admit, despite themselves, that they cherished his doing so.

“You’re not staying for dinner?” Alice asked.

“We didn’t want to impose. Macon’s taking us out tonight.”

“Macon.” Alice bowed her head and genuflected. “Most holy Thompson light.”

“Don’t say that in front of Libby,” Bebe said. “You know we have no favorites.”

Libby wiggled from her grandmother and ran to Alice. “What did you say wrong?”

“Mommy’s naughty, honey.” Macon made a scary face. “So bad!”

“Stop that.” Bebe glared and shook a finger at her son.

“Everyone’s just teasing, Libs.” Macon pointed back at his mother. “Except Grandma. She has no sense of humor.”

“Don’t say that. You’ll confuse the child. And I’m terrifically funny, mister.”

“You’re turning her into a little therapist, Mom,” Alice said. “It’s settled. We’ll all have dinner here. I’ll call Clancy to pick something up.”

“He’ll be exhausted; don’t make him stop on the way home.”

“He works in a studio, not a coal mine. Stopping won’t kill him.”

“It’s no problem for me to run down the street.” Zeke threw Alice a conciliatory smile. “He’s fighting rush hour. Now, what should we have? What do you think, Libala?”

Once together, her parents merged into a new culture. They should have coined a name for Afro-American-Yiddish lingo, an equivalent of Spanglish. Perhaps Bliddish.

“How about Indian food?” Bebe said. “Clancy loves it.”

“And you thought I was the favorite?” Macon asked Alice. “Your husband knocked me off that pedestal the day he knocked you up.”

When Zeke laughed, Bebe punched him in the arm, which resembled a tern pecking at a lion. “Don’t encourage them.” He ruffled Bebe’s thick white hair, cut in her signature straight-angled bob.

Her parents appeared opposite in every possible way physically: short to tall, fine-boned to sturdy, light to dark. Alice loved the sight of them, always in love. She wanted Clancy and her to be like that in thirty years. She wished her marriage could be like theirs now.

“How about something healthier?” Alice shifted. “I got a reminder today that I need more salad and less rice.”

“You are a beautiful woman, baby,” Bebe said. “Why are you starting on that again?”

“Ken’s ex-wife, she came in and told me that— Libby, go find your drawings from last week to show Uncle Macon.” Alice waited for Libby to leave the room and then continued.

“Evie said I . . . bulked up.”

“She’s a bitch, that one. Always was.”

“Mom, how would you know?”

“I heard the stories from your work. Listen to me: you’re brilliant. Gorgeous and curvy. You’re a strong black woman. Don’t pay attention to her bull.”

“Mom, I passed curvy long ago. I’m now officially fat.”

“You’re perfect. Built just like your father. Be proud.”

“If I wanted to be an athlete, then I would be proud. And I’m built more like your mother than my father.”

Her mother ignored Alice’s reference to Grandma Sophie. “I’m staring at you, Alice. You’re lovely.”

“Mom, you see me with a mother’s eyes, and I appreciate it. But you are a tiny white woman telling me that I can be a fat black woman—”

“I didn’t say that! I said you’re a strong black woman—”

Zeke stood and put his arms out. “Stop. Both of you.”

“This has got to be the stupidest fight I’ve heard from the two of you,” Macon said. “Let’s order dinner. Salad, samosas, and anything else anyone wants.”

Bebe and Alice glanced at each other. They knew. They both knew what Zeke and Macon never would—the disdain with which the world treated fat women—but they fought the battle with far different weapons.

The scariest thing of all for Alice was this: wondering if her mother believed that black women didn’t have to worry about being fat, or shouldn’t worry, as though the fear and health issues of weight gain didn’t matter for her, as though she were less than. In her backbends to embrace the experience of a black woman, did even her mother view Alice as some sort of damn black mammy?



CHAPTER 4




ALICE

“Do you want Daddy and me to put you to sleep? Or Grandma?” Alice touched her lips to the top of her daughter’s head. Faced with attending the New England Film Awards, Alice could happily clean the oven. She’d kept to her pledge not to purge in the past two weeks. She’d also gained three pounds.

“I want to go to Daddy’s party.” Libby treated the ceremony with awe, desperate to see Clancy accept his Mobie—the glass Möbius of filmstrip used for trophies.

“Sorry, sweetheart, but Daddy’s party is adults only.” Clancy wiggled Libby’s toes.

Libby climbed out of bed, fell to her knees, and clasped her hands in prayer. “I want to see. Please, please, please.”

Alice knelt beside her. “How about praying to end hunger?”

Libby shook her head. “We’ll add that. Maimeó said God hears as much as we want to tell him if our heart is in the right grace.”

“Do you mean right place, honey?” Maybe, maybe not. Maimeó—Irish for grandmother—appreciated the lingo better than heathen Alice.

Libby threw her head back. “Mom, God’s grace is thorough and full.”

Maimeó’s words spoken in her daughter’s voice unnerved Alice, who hoped the panoply of cultures contained in Libby simmered to a reduction of love and not confusion. Clancy’s parents—his Irish mother and Puerto Rican father—advocated constant quiet prayers. Antique reliquaries shone in the Beacon Hill brownstone where they had raised Clancy. His home was quite the opposite of Bebe and Zeke’s home in Mission Hill, Alice’s childhood home, where ragged John Coltrane posters still hung on the walls. Political rallies replaced church, and voting scored over prayers with Bebe and Zeke.

Alice-the-kid delighted in Free to Be  . . . You and Me and toughening up for marches. Alice-the-teen wanted nothing so much as being thin and beautiful.

Clusters of crucifixes from Maimeó tangled like best friends in Libby’s musical jewelry box. A crystal ballerina twirled protectively each time Libby opened the pink glass box, also a gift from Maimeó. Alice’s mother offered up a handcrafted wooden box of Etsy provenance upon seeing the girly object, but Libby preferred the feminine fragility and tinkle of Chopin to a chunky box painted with peace symbols.

In truth, her mother-in-law’s choice surprised Alice. She hadn’t expected the music, the spinning dancer. Clancy’s parents, the upright Kathryn and Sebastian Rivera, lived stern. As could Clancy.

The very same qualities with which Alice and Clancy fell in love, could now irritate them. She’d come to Clancy unraveled and melancholy, a pliant Modigliani. He possessed enough laser focus for both. Her pulse ran hotter, and he needed that. Bebe and Zeke swaddled Clancy in their gemütlichkeit. Clancy, being raised where politeness and scripture reigned over unrestrained admiration, became thrilled by the overinvolved parenting.

Now Clancy thought Alice’s parents were neurotically entangled in their children’s lives, while Alice feared the part of Clancy that appeared to be spit out of his mother as though born of an ice maker. His father, so polished that emotions slid off before they could make any impression, belied any stereotype one might pluck out for a Puerto Rican.

Until he smiled, Clancy could resemble a mannequin deserving of a fantastically well-cut tuxedo. His composure unnerved some, including, at times, Alice. When he beamed, he looked like someone who didn’t know he was more handsome than a husband should be—smiling Clancy still bowled her over. When they met, five-foot-ten Alice weighed 117 pounds. Lovesickness followed by glittery lust had cut her into a babe. Clancy circled her waist and ran his hands from ribs to hips. He thought Alice luscious; almost threatening in her beauty.

They married before the glitter fluttered away, with her three months pregnant. She hadn’t known how much Clancy liked his women slender and tall. He didn’t realize that Alice had never been that thin before and never would be again.

Now he acted like Alice had fooled him. When they entered an event such as the award ceremony, she caught his shame and the room’s thoughts. Why is that handsome man with such a fat woman?

•  •  •

The awards room appeared smoky, not from forbidden cigarettes, but through well-chosen lighting and décor, as though the Boston Filmmakers had searched for a noir venue. Everywhere Alice turned, a woman wore an elastic-tight, coal-colored dress slashed to the lowest allowable point on her bony chest. Men paired black trousers with granite shirts.

Clancy, a fluid line of black, his glossy brown hair razored into an actor’s cut, smoldered. Alice’s Spanx, though torturous, at least provided a firm playing field for her Tadashi Shoji dress. The fabric had dazzled swinging from the hanger, even with the massive amount of material required for a size 18. Now she worried about providing a field of too-big sparkling Alice. That Clancy had brought home a dress in the correct size killed her. Black washed her out, he said, so he’d bought a dress in bronzed copper. She reminded herself that he framed shots and worked with color and balance all the time.

Of course, a filmmaker was aware of wardrobe.

She said all this to herself while imagining him leafing through her magazines, going on sites like Dress Beautiful, where the full-sized fashion plates shopped. He didn’t trust Alice to not embarrass him.

Since her post-Evie binge, Alice kept from purging—sticking to protein and vegetables in preparation for dressing up. But a few weeks did not a thin Alice make.

“That’s just plain ridiculous,” S.J. had insisted when Alice put forth her theory that Clancy feared she’d embarrass him. “Your husband is a perfectionist. This is his night. Naturally he wants to control every detail, including framing his wife’s beauty.”

Sharon Jane afforded Clancy every benefit of the doubt—never forgetting how during the musician-boyfriend years, mopping Alice’s tears had become S.J.’s second job.

Now, watching wraiths in black swan around the room, Alice believed her theory on Clancy’s dress buying. She couldn’t compete, so he tried to make her into Nefertiti.

“How do I look?” She tugged at the shuttered crepe swathing her hips.

Clancy took her hand. “You stun the eyes.”

“Too much?” She gestured down with her chin toward her cleavage. The square neckline met the top of the three-quarter-length sleeves in a sharp right angle, allowing a pillowing effect.

“Oprah wears Tadashi,” he answered.

Before she could examine the non sequitur, he placed a hand behind her back and gently pushed her toward the nominee tables. “Sit straight and tall. That dress brings out your regal side. Now, please, go buoy up the troops.”

Clamped in chrome on table 3, a glossy card read Prior Productions, Clancy’s company. Alice knew everyone there, just as Clancy did her coworkers. Some jobs conspire to make a family of everyone, and they both worked in those environments: film debuts, fund-raising events, holiday parties, and potluck dinners. Gossiping and complaining about work made for conjugal glue.

The audio engineer sat beside Alice’s place card, a smile stretching from jug ear to jug ear as he rose to hug her. Rufus revered Clancy and transferred his worship to Alice. Across the table, the husband-wife writing team, Marisol and Gus, held hands. To the left of Clancy’s seat, Harper perched. Jealousy rose in Alice upon seeing the director of photography, who doubled as Clancy’s work wife. Harper’s cheeks were dimpled as though she could barely stand her own cuteness. Since when had scrawny become such a gift, even if matched by streaky gold waves and beauty queen skin? Harper, a Georgia peach, was always intent on convincing Alice how open she was. How much she adored being in a multicultural environment such as Prior Productions.

Harper grinned too much, and her damn dimples could be used to sharpen pencils. Alice worried how cute Clancy found Harper. She reminded herself of the previous night’s lovemaking. Of late, she found herself counting. Twice a week signified fidelity, right? The problem was using the concept in reverse: if they missed a week, did that prove faithlessness?

He cheats on me; he cheats on me not. All she needed was a giant daisy from which she could pluck petals.

“Sugar!” Harper slipped over one seat to claim Clancy’s. She air kissed European style. “That dress is to die for! Tadashi?”

Alice nodded. Harper, raised no doubt on Vogue and W while Alice was flipping through Mother Jones and Ebony, recognized the designer. Bebe had never allowed fashion magazines to grace their home. Eventually, when Alice hit the teenage years, Bebe permitted Essence. Though it covered the same articles as every other women’s magazine, Bebe bowed to Alice’s need to learn the art of womanhood from sources other than her white mother. All Alice had to do was whisper the word hair, and her mother bought any product Essence suggested. When Alice wanted a subscription to Allure, she accused Bebe of cutting her off culturally.

“Need a drink?” Harper asked.

“Clancy’s on it.”

“Of course.” Another dimple display exploded. “Try some of these appetizers. I grabbed a plate for the table.”

Harper took a stick of rumaki and slipped the entire piece off the small skewer with her teeth, keeping her lips spread, protecting her bright red lipstick from the oil slick of bacon and chicken liver grease. She rolled her eyes in mock ecstasy. “Take one,” she mumbled around the food.

Alice watched, fascinated, in a car accident sort of way. Alice’s mother would kill her if she spoke with food in her mouth like that. Bebe in sisted on strict adherence to the rules of proper eating, as inherited from Grandma Sophie. In restaurants, ninety-year-old Grandma still hissed at them to watch out for what the goyim might think of them. From Zeke’s family, Bebe picked up the constant admonitions about not giving them anything bad to say about you.

Alice reached for a boiled shrimp and then pulled back. She couldn’t pull off opening wide Harper-style, and she couldn’t afford to mess up her five-layer perfect lipstick job. Plus, there was her Spanx-punished stomach. Ice-cooled water was her limit tonight, and then only if the bar had straws.

Harper turned as though she carried a divining rod. “The food is coming out! I better gather the troops.”

Alice almost knocked over her water glass as she stood. “I’ll get Clancy.”

“Keep Rufus company.” Harper twitched her nose, a move she must have thought cute, but she reminded Alice of an underweight rabbit. “Don’t want to be alone, do you, Ruf?”

Alice’s paranoia grew. What secret message did Harper have for Clancy? She stood and blocked Harper. “You stay. Shop talk is more fun than small talk.”

Rufus held up his hands as though stopping traffic. “Whoa! You know I can hear you, right? Don’t fight over who gets to leave me. You can both have the pleasure of not being in my company. Plenty of not-me to go around.”

Alice’s manners kicked in. Harper made a beeline toward Clancy.

“Sorry,” Rufus said.

“About what?”

He picked up a napkin, wiped invisible moisture from his mouth, and placed it back over his lap. “How weird Harper can be.”

“Weird how?”

Rufus shrugged. “She’s gotta win everything, whether it be tonight’s trophy or getting the boss to the table. Goddamn maniac. All Harper, all the time.”

Before Alice could respond, Clancy placed a tall gin and tonic before her. With a straw. His slow smile said, Hey, girl, I got your back. He slipped into the chair next to her.

“Nervous?” she whispered. Poor Clancy had been up for the major Mobie three times and never won.

Clancy clasped her hand with his icy ones. “Make it or break it time.”

“That’s not true. You know everyone venerates your work.”

“Venerated. Yes. But we need commercial success. Show us the money, eh?” He shook his head, as though to come back to earth, squeezed her hand, and then lifted a glass. “Salud, y, amor y tiempo para disfrutarlo!”

A microsecond before Alice could translate for the table—a bit of married shtick—Harper stood and held her glass toward Clancy, all showoff work wife. “Health and love and time to enjoy it! Yes. And here’s looking at you, kid.”
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