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This book is dedicated to madness and to all of the people and circumstances in my life that have helped me find the magic within.




“You’re only given a little spark of madness.
You mustn’t lose it.”
—ROBIN WILLIAMS





AUTHOR’S NOTE
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THE PEOPLE AND PLACES AND EVENTS depicted here are all real, as true to my memory as possible. In order to preserve anonymity, a few names and, in certain cases, identifying details have been changed. No composite characters or events were created in writing this book. Some people and events were purposely omitted, but that omission has no impact on the integrity of the story. It is my hope that the truth I share does justice to all those involved and that my story is read as one of faith, inspiration, commonalities, understanding, forgiveness, and resilience.
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PROLOGUE
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“You’ve got to put the past behind you before you can move on.”
—FORREST GUMP


THIS BOOK IS THE COMPANION to The S Word, my memoir about secrets. It took me a decade or so of therapy to process my childhood and then more than ten years to put pen to paper to tell it. The first part of my story published in 2015 and shared my memories of what it was like for me coming of age surrounded by crazy. From the age of about ten until I left home for college, I learned to keep secrets to survive: as a first-generation Sicilian Catholic “good girl” trying to serve as family caregiver; as the daughter of a mother who hid her paranoid schizophrenia from doctors and the outside world for far too long; and as a teenager exploring her own sexual awakening and finding herself in too deep with trusted authority figures who abused their power.


And I did survive.


Committed, this book you now hold in your hands, is the rest of this story. It shares my memories of being a college student trying to be “normal” while keeping my family cray-cray at bay. And it focuses not just on my mother’s mental illness, which still raged on, but on that of my little sister, who at age twenty-four also was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia.


Insanity had taken root in my family tree, and I was tasked with tending our garden.


This part of my story is the end of what came before as much as it is the beginning of what would come as a result. By the time Committed publishes, it will be twenty years since I escaped the madness I was born into and journeyed further, learning to balance my own madness with the magic that also resided in me. The road has been long and, in truth, never-ending. But this book represents closure for me, and how I finally began to put the past behind me in order to move on.





Part One:
The Beginning of The End



“One’s mind, once stretched by a new idea, never regains its original dimensions.”
—OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES, SR.
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CHAPTER ONE: COLLEGE
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August 1985


ONE YEAR.


I took a deep breath and looked around at my windowless cell of a dorm room. Could I really survive living here?


When Iowa State University told me I had signed up too late for the Fall 1985 semester and would be placed in temporary housing, I never imagined this to be what they meant. I walked over to the army cot that was to serve as my bed and sat on it. Kicking off my sneakers, I absentmindedly nodded, now understanding fully that for ISU, the words “temporary housing” were synonymous with “kitchenette”: my home away from home was the place where the other students would be washing their dishes and making use of shared cleaning supplies. I would be living in the very center room of the all-freshman, all-female sixth floor of a building called Willow that looked prison-like from the outside, and, according to the campus map, was the residence hall located the farthest from any of the classrooms.


What had I signed up for?


I could still see that look on my papà’s face when he’d dropped me off just a few hours earlier and gotten a tour of where I’d be staying. His expression had clearly asked, This is where you’d rather live than your own home?


My silent response had been, Yes, without hesitation. But now, left here by myself, I was no longer sure.


I had chosen the cot to the right of the sink, the one farthest from the door that was the only way in or out. I could already imagine girls gabbing in the hallway right outside at all hours of the day and night, and I made a mental note to pick up some ear plugs. Maybe I’d get two sets and give one to my roommate, who had yet to show up.


As I turned to face the faded yellow walls, I became fascinated by their appearance: I couldn’t tell if they were concrete or cinder blocks or real bricks. Maybe the walls weren’t made of anything permanent. Maybe they were like the Hollywood movie sets constructed of Styrofoam. I reached over with my hand and started stroking the bumpy texture. Ouch! I pulled away and made another mental note: No leaning against the very hard, very real, and very razor-sharp walls.


I didn’t know what else to do with myself, other than sit and think. And thinking wasn’t always such a good thing. The voices in my head—when given the chance—had a lot of opinions, none of which were necessarily words of wisdom. I used my time to argue with them:


Why don’t you unpack?


And put my stuff where?


Oh, right. Why don’t you take a shower?


Where are the showers?


I looked down at what I was wearing: A pair of too-tight Gloria Vanderbilt jeans, so old and faded that they barely had any blue left in them, and a grayish-white cotton T-shirt with smudges of dirt left over from moving boxes. I lifted my arms up overhead to tighten the ponytail holder around my long, curly brown hair—which, surprisingly, wasn’t as frizzy as usual. Chicago in August was hot enough. Ames, Iowa, was even hotter, with temperatures in the high 90s and humidity that made it feel well over 100 degrees.


Why don’t you call home?


Are you kidding? I just travelled 360 miles to get away. Let me enjoy a little peace.


I wished the voices in my head would give it a rest. Or at least not ask such stupid questions. But I supposed I should be grateful. It wasn’t as if they were talking to me the way Mamma’s did, telling her that her own family meant her harm. Hers were symptoms of her paranoid schizophrenia. Mine were normal. I hoped.


What will she be like?


Who?


Your roomie.


I don’t know. I hope she’s like me: a third-year student and not a first-year.


You should have just stayed at UIC. What a mistake to have come here.


Two years as an undergrad at University of Illinois at Chicago taught me lots, including that it was too close to home. I needed out.


What do you think she’s going to say about our living quarters? What if she wanted the cot you chose?


Why would it matter? There’s really no difference.


Actually, there is. Your side has cabinets under the sink stocked with cleaning supplies, while her side has a tall closet where the vacuum and brooms are kept.


Seriously?


What if she’s as prickly as the walls?


Look, I don’t care what she is. She can be anything at all—except a J-O-C-K. It’s bad enough I weigh a couple hundred pounds. I don’t need some physical fitness nut sizing me up and judging everything I eat and all the exercise I don’t do.


As if on cue, the door to the room swung open and in swaggered my roommate.


I was shocked into momentary silence as I took her in: Not much taller than the doorknob, she sported short, layered, sandy blond hair and wore grey sweat shorts, a grey sweatshirt that had the arms cut off so the edges were now frayed and white high-tops. A pair of white low-top sneakers hung by their shoestrings over her right shoulder. With her left hand, she lifted her ISU red and yellow duffel bag, showing off her seriously impressive and clearly defined biceps, and tossed it into the center of the room. She nodded in my direction, then turned to pull a few more bags and boxes in from the hallway.


Frozen in place, I could only blink, which I did a few times, in disbelief. I felt as if I had to be starring in an episode of some hidden camera reality or prank-type television show. Pretty soon, someone would jump out from somewhere and say, “Smile, you’re on Candid Camera.” That had to be it. She was a J-O-C-K. Not the weekend warrior kind, the real deal. I could see it in how she looked and carried herself. She was the very thing I had hoped I would not get stuck with. What were the chances? It had to be staged.


When she finished hauling in her stuff, she shut the door and turned to look at me.


I unfroze and rose as quickly as I could from my cot. “Hi,” I stammered out. “I’m Paolina.” Extending my hand, I took a step forward, and we shook.


“Beth,” she said in a voice much softer than I had expected.


After releasing my hand, Beth put her hands on her hips and scanned the room. Slowly, she nodded, a smirk spreading across her makeup-free, cherub-like face. “Wow.” She chortled. “So this is it?”


Something about her laugh and her presence calmed me. The committee in my head chimed in. For once, we were in agreement:


We like her.


So do I.


Besides, it’s not really one full year; it’s only nine months—August to May. You’ll survive.


I nodded. Of course I would survive.


At the age of twenty, I felt as if I had twice as many years’ worth of living already under my belt. But this was the year that would be like no other. I had enough money (correction: almost enough) to attend an away school for this one year. This was my year to be just about me, with no past to drag alongside me. No family to care for. No one here at ISU would know anything about my home or my history growing up, surrounded by madness. For the first time in my life, I would be just me. And I could be—would be—normal.


Or so I hoped.


I smiled back at Beth, “Yeah. This is it.”


I SPENT THAT FIRST DAY of freedom from my family and the madness I had left back home exploring the ISU campus grounds. The Willow Residence Hall was located at the far southeast corner of campus, right next to the recreation fields at the busy intersection of Lincoln Way and North University Boulevard. The shortest path to my closest classes would require a half-mile hike each way, or so said the ISU campus map. I sweated at the very thought of it. Walking, or any type of activity, really wasn’t my thing, especially in the sweltering August heat. Not that I was a big fan of the cold; I refused to even think of what it would be like during the dead of winter. I shut my eyes momentarily, turned my face upward toward the sunshine, and let the beads of sweat trickle down the sides of my face.


So this is what it was like to be normal: just me walking by myself, trying to find my own way …


Getting lost …


Where do we get some water?


Why didn’t you lose weight before coming to school? You know there’s no chance of getting a guy looking the way you do.


My inner critics chimed in, as usual. I opened my eyes. What they said had merit, I couldn’t argue that, but I could choose to ignore them. So I did.


Forging ahead, I made my way in what I thought was a pretty straight line westward. Sadly, I did not inherit my papà’s sense of direction. His big feet, curly hair (before age turned him bald), sense of humor, affinity for the outdoors, and love of words were what he passed down to me. Oh, how he could turn a phrase.


Italian is a naturally lyrical language, and Papà having lived the first forty years of his life in his hometown of Custonaci, on the west coast of Sicily, just a couple of miles from the Mediterranean Sea, meant he was born into his sing-songy speech not only in Italian but even in his native (and much harsher-sounding) Sicilian. Papà was a poet at heart and set so many of his romantic thoughts of love and life to music whenever he played a tune on his mandolin. Of everyone I had left behind, I knew he would be the one I would miss most. Especially now, when I felt a bit lost, literally.


All around me, all I could see were trees: shady oaks, camouflaged sycamores, hairy white poplars, and familiar maples, my favorites. I couldn’t wait to see them explode in yellows, oranges, and reds come fall.


How I could have used Papà right then and there. He was like a human GPS. Growing up, I always knew he could navigate us through anything to anywhere. I never really worried about not getting to our destination; just the opposite, in fact. Papà had taught me that, regardless of our circumstances, the answer was to always move forward with an explorer’s heart.


“Chi sa dove va questa strada?” He’d often wonder aloud where some uncharted road would lead, always with a smile and a twinkle in his eye, just before we headed out on the path less traveled. It didn’t matter where we ended up. Sometimes it would turn out to be a dead end, and we’d have to go back the way we came. But always, it was the journey—full of feeling, free and joyful—that fascinated us and was so worth our time and effort. Getting lost was part of the fun.


There was only one time in my life I could remember when getting lost for Papà wasn’t intended or an accidental bit of entertainment. It was the first time I saw him let his guard down completely, no longer able to hide reality from his children, and saw how he felt when really losing his way mattered.


WE HAD JUST COMMITTED MAMMA to a psychiatric ward. I think we ended up putting her in the University of Chicago hospital that time, but I can’t be sure. It was hard to keep track. At the age of fourteen, I had had my fill of hospitals and mental illness and doctors who seemed to know less than I did about the reality of having a mom diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. None of the medications seemed to work, although my mamma’s refusal to take them had a lot to do with their effect or lack thereof.


Mamma continued to believe in her conspiracy theories—mostly, that the house was bugged and outfitted with cameras that captured her every move on tape. Usually, she saw herself naked, displayed in lewd photographs in national magazines and on the television news stations. And she was convinced her entire family—Papà, my nineteen-year-old sister, Caterina (Cathy), my seventeen-year-old brother Rosario (Ross), yours truly, and even the baby of our family, my twelve-year-old sister Vincenzina (Viny)—were in cahoots with the authorities, and part of a master plan to do her in.


Why did she believe such things? Your guess is as good as mine. Auditory and visual hallucinations are symptoms of paranoid schizophrenia. And in Mamma’s case, her mental illness had gone untreated for so long, with one misdiagnosis after the next, that she had become rageful and scary and a threat to herself and others. She kept knives and baseball bats under her mattress and often threatened to kill Papà in his sleep or set the house on fire and take us all out in one fiery blast.


Kill or be killed. That was where we were at in 1979.


When we admitted her to the psych ward against her will, we were told we were not allowed to visit for a couple of weeks. Hospital rules demanded it. And I could not have been more thankful. With Mamma gone, my entire family, for the first time in I don’t know how long, slept. The house was silent; the tension, fear, and drama disappeared. And even though we all knew it was just for a few weeks, we rejoiced in it, welcomed it, pretended it would go on forever.


Unfortunately, it wouldn’t. On the day we were first allowed to visit Mamma, all five of us robotically shuffled down the hospital’s long halls, illuminated by the flood of light coming from a row of hanging pendant fixtures overhead. I guessed that this was similar to walking down death row in prison. We were just as alone, despite being all together.


Surprisingly, while we were there to see her, Mamma wasn’t there to see us. Somehow, she had disappeared. She was nowhere to be found, either in the hospital or on its grounds. It was as if she had just vanished. Papà was bewildered. We kids were confused. The doctors and nurses on the floor raced around, apologized, and expressed complete disbelief that anybody could slip out of their psych ward, let alone the entire hospital, undetected.


But Mamma wasn’t like anybody else. She was extremely intelligent and artistic, a seamstress so talented that when she emigrated from her hometown of Nicosia, Sicily, to the United States at the age of thirty-one in 1958, the famous designer Emilio Pucci commissioned her to sew for him in Chicago. She was also beautiful. When my papà, Antonino, a self-made barber ten years her senior, was on a ship heading toward his own American dream, he befriended Mamma’s younger brother, Salvatore, who showed Papà a photo of his still-single sister Maria—Mamma in her twenties—dressed as a mandolin player in celebration of Carnivale. My father loved playing il mandolino, and when he saw the young woman in the photo with her hair the color of night, skin as smooth and creamy as a homemade zabaglione, blood-red lipstick—her signature—and curves that filled out that mandolin player’s costume, to hear him tell it, he was hit by “the thunderbolt,” just like The Godfather’s Michael Corleone when he first laid eyes on his Apollonia.


But when he learned of Mamma’s disappearance from the hospital that day, he became struck by something else: confusion. The man I’d grown up with, who had always found his way regardless of the circumstances, at that moment no longer could.


After spending an hour or so searching for Mamma at the hospital, we gave up and left. After we made our way back to our car and all of us took our places inside, Papà started up the engine and pulled out from the parking spot. We silently inched our way through the neighborhoods of Hyde Park (at that time, the late ’70s, not exactly the safest place to be at night). I gazed out the side window, watching the puffs of smoke burp out from the exhaust pipes of other cars on the road. Slowly, I began to realize that we had passed the same houses a couple of times.


I started to pay closer attention. Same street. Same turns.


And then Papà stopped the car and pulled over.


Our human GPS had broken down.


“Ma, bambini, dove siamo?” Papà, in a very nervous, frightened voice, was asking us where we were.


That shook me to my core. He never got lost. And here, finally, Mamma’s madness had succeeded in breaking him. He no longer knew the way.


I SHOOK MY HEAD CLEAR, expelling the memory, and focused on where I was now, my college campus surroundings. I wasn’t lost. I was exploring. This had nothing to do with any kind of madness. It was completely normal.


Yeah, but where the heck are we?


No clue.


So many towering trees, sunshine peeking through their branches and playing hide-and-seek with the leaves, creating shadowy figures on the ground: this is what surrounded me. I slowly surveyed the crisscrossing walking paths that stretched out before me, beckoning me to follow. I had already followed them for what felt like miles, and despite having a map in hand, I’d managed to get completely turned around.


“A volte devi grattarti la testa,” Papà would say.


At that moment, I, too, found myself doing exactly that—scratching my own head and wondering how to get to my intended destinations: Curtiss Hall and Memorial Union.


I tried to focus. I had promised myself I wouldn’t do this—wouldn’t think of home or Mamma or my siblings or even Papà while away at school. And here I had been doing just that, which was why, probably, I had gotten distracted and, subsequently, lost.


I thought you said you weren’t lost.


I needed to quiet my inner naysayers. How, exactly, I would do that was still an unknown. Keeping that little bit of insanity inside of me at bay was proving more of a challenge than I had anticipated.


This is MY time, far away from all the madness, I chastised the voices.


It hadn’t been my time since I turned double digits. By the end of my tenth year, I had already mastered playing the role of la piccola mamma. My papà had given me the title of “little mother” and I’d willingly stepped into it, serving as caregiver and consigliere for Papà, who spoke broken English at best. In the years that followed, I’d translated employment notices, medical reports, invoices, and school permission slips (writing and signing them for myself and my little sister, too).


Was permission to be just me too much to ask for?


Maybe it was, because, unfortunately, even this short time away was looking as if it would be a financial stretch—and the year had yet to begin. I needed to earn some money while at school, not only for living expenses but also to help make sure I could pay my tuition bill when it was due.


ISU posted what they called “New Student Week Activities” starting the very first Monday morning of the fall session. Designed for those students who couldn’t attend the fall orientation that had taken place days earlier, it included campus tours (which, given my current position of having no clue where I was, would have come in handy), and a job fair (which, given my current bank account and the lack of zeros attached to the numbers in it, I couldn’t afford to miss). I wanted—had—to be first in line for work-study opportunities, if only I could figure out how to get to the building where those would be offered.


I would have been at orientation. I should have been at orientation. I could have been at orientation. But just days before Papà and I were to drive the five or six hours from Skokie to Ames, a handful of friends had treated me to a farewell lunch at D.B. Kaplan’s, a famous deli that sat on the seventh floor of Water Tower Place along Chicago’s Magnificent Mile. At the restaurant, many of the sandwiches were named for celebrities, national icons, and recognizable locals. “The Lake Shore Chive,” with roast beef, cream cheese, and chives, was my choice. Others ordered sandwiches like “The Studs Turkey,” named for radio journalist Studs Terkel, or “The Hammy Davis, Jr.,” named for the legendary performer. D.B. Kaplan’s was famous and fun and the perfect, festive send-off for my big adventure.


But just a few hours after sharing a laugh and chowing down that day with my friends, I found myself sitting on my bed at home, clutching my abdomen and feeling as if an alien was trying to climb out of it. I tried everything not to disclose how sick I was, afraid of what it might mean in terms of delaying my departure for school. But the pain proved too much, and off we went—my papà and me—to get me poked and prodded by the local hospital’s ER staff, who soon confirmed that I had a very severe case of food poisoning.


Delay, delay, delay.


The fear inside me did its best to convince me that this was a sign. Surely, I wasn’t meant to leave my family and go to an out-of-state school. Surely, my falling ill was a warning.


I’ll admit, I did curse my fate at that moment.


Why me??


Maybe this was a sign. After all, who did I think I was? Why should I get to escape the madness? And who else gets ER-level food poisoning on the eve of changing their life forever?


Fortunately, my heart still whispered, “Go!”


And I listened.


I NEVER DID FIND MY way to the job fair that day.


Retreat. Retreat. Retreat.


As much as I wasn’t inclined to heed similar advice following the D.B. Kaplan food poisoning incident, I found myself at the moment in agreement with my inside navigation system (or lack thereof). I needed to turn around and head back to the dorms.


Exhausted, sweaty, hungry, and, to be honest, more than a little weirded out that no other human seemed to be on the path I was on, I turned back the way I came and carefully retraced my steps.


Although it had seemed to take forever to get to where I had on the way out, the return trip to my dorm seemed to take no time at all. I was too tired to figure out how that could be, and too grateful to have found my way back to my temporary home to give it another thought—at least until I got showered and changed and drank some water, anyway.


“After all, tomorrow is another day,” I said as I approached the concrete residence hall, not realizing I was using my outside voice to say it until it was too late. Most unfortunate to mimic Vivian Leigh’s line and dramatic hand gestures from Gone with the Wind at the exact moment I crossed paths with a couple of college boys who seemed to appear out of thin air.


Thankfully, they kept talking to one another as if I didn’t exist.


I was accustomed to being ignored. I actually preferred being invisible. After all, the alternative—getting noticed in my current, sweaty state, when my ever-present obese physique was already bad enough—could have been so much worse.


I had grown to hate the way I looked: pear-shaped body; curly, frizzy, drab brown hair; plain brown eyes; too-thin lips. I had not enough breasts (and one was a half-size bigger than the other) and way too much butt and thighs. Mamma always said I’d look taller than my five-foot six-inch frame, if I slimmed down. Papà always said I’d be a magnet for boys, if I just lost twenty or thirty pounds. I was sure they both were right, just as I was sure that wasn’t going to happen. I had tried and failed, tried and failed, tried and failed again: Weight Watchers, Jenny Craig, T.O.P.S., even the cabbage diet—which, for a Sicilian girl who loved to eat and who had never before even heard of that smelly, flatulence-inducing vegetable, was a sign of true effort on my part.


Who do you think you’re kidding? my inner critics demanded and laughed hysterically. I knew they’d have something to say about my attempts at weight loss. They always did. Sadly, they were more right than wrong.


I had known only one person who could match me for appetite and love of food. God, how I missed her, despite it having only been a few days since I’d left her back in Chicago. Donna was my partner in crime. We’d been best friends since the beginning of high school, and we shared everything. Our struggle with weight topped that list.


Every New Year, we’d talk about how this was the year we’d finally do it, even turning our New Year’s resolution into somewhat of a cheer: “We’ll look fine in 1979,” “We’ll weigh less than a ton by 1981,” and “We’ll be free in 1983.”


Every January 1, we meant what we chanted. But pretty much before the week was over, our diet plans would get derailed. Sometimes I was the first to fall off the wagon, and other times it was Donna. And when it was her, what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t throw myself off the track right along with her?


Such was the case one frigid January when Donna and I had decided to join a local weight loss group called T.O.P.S.—Taking Off Pounds Sensibly. With address in hand, we drove up and down the same suburban Chicago street, searching for the meeting center. Even with the car heater on full blast, it was so cold we could see our breath when we spoke. I was beginning to lose feeling in my fingers.


“Okay, so it’s gotta be here somewhere,” Donna said as she gripped the steering wheel with one gloved hand, scratching her blond head with the other.


The windows kept fogging up. I tried to help by extending both my hands out to the windshield and using the palms of my mittens to wipe clear a circular scope of visibility. “Let’s just park and ask somebody, Donna. I’m freezing.”


Donna pulled over in front of the Crain Funeral home. As she did, we saw a trio of portly ladies scurry inside. We both looked at one another.


“This can’t be right,” we said at the same time, just as we both realized that maybe it was. The T.O.P.S. meeting was held at a funeral parlor. We busted out laughing.


“This has to be some joke,” I said.


“Maybe it’s incentive,” Donna squeaked out, laughing so hard she had to wipe away tears. “Maybe it’s like, if you don’t lose weight, this is where you’ll end up.”


We collected ourselves—pulling down our hats on our heads and wrapping our scarves around our necks and mouths so that the only things exposed were our eyes, and then donning our mittens in preparation for exiting the car. Donna turned off the engine, and we both braced ourselves as she opened her door first. A blast of icy air bulldozed its way inside. She struggled to unfold her plus-size, nearly six-foot frame as I hoisted my own roly-poly self up and out of the passenger seat and hurried to exit as best I could. Together, we shuffled quickly along the short walkway, careful not to take a tumble, then pushed open the door and walked inside.


We were greeted by a lonely sign in the lobby. Its little white magnetic letters spelled out “T.O.P.S.—Parlor A.” Right underneath it, a second message revealed that a real funeral, for a real dead person, was taking place in Parlor B.


This is seriously messed up.


It was. This was no laughing matter. But Donna and I couldn’t shake the giggles, no matter how hard we tried.


We entered Parlor A and managed to weigh in without incident. When we were directed into the actual room where the meeting would be held, however, all bets on best behavior were off. Donna muffled a belly laugh, coughing and nearly choking as a result, as she pointed to the front of the room. I turned to follow the direction of her finger, and my eyes grew wide as they glossed over the dozen or so overweight women sitting on folding chairs, all in a row, and focused on what took center stage at the front of the room: a highly polished, almost metallic-looking, cocoa-colored, closed casket.


What the fuck?


Robotically, we made our way to a couple of seats in the last row and sat down.


“Do you think somebody’s in there?” Donna whispered to me, her green eyes glassy from tears, due to both the refrigerator temperature of the room and her attempt to stifle her laughter. I shrugged and held my scarf up to cover my mouth to suppress my own chuckling.


The woman in charge of the meeting, a redhead with an ample bosom and too-tight skirt, kept giving us the stink eye. Then she addressed us directly.


“Ladies, we have a couple of virgins with us tonight,” she said.


Donna and I raised our eyebrows and locked eyes. Virgins?


The whole room laughed.


“That’s what we call first-timers,” one woman explained.


I knew what Donna was thinking. Same thing I was thinking. Weird and true.


We were encouraged to share our stories, if we wanted to. We both declined. All we really wanted to do was to get out of there. Before we could even come up with a plan of escape, the “angel ceremony” began, during which tiaras were donned by those celebrating big weight loss victories.


Our laughter only grew louder. We tried to conceal it. We knew we were being rude. We just couldn’t help ourselves. We counted down the minutes to the end of the hour. But barely twenty minutes into the meeting, neither of us could keep it together any longer, and I slowly raised my hand.


What, exactly, was I going to say? I had no clue.


“Yes, dear, did you want to share something about yourself?” The leader smiled.


I rose to my feet. I could see Donna’s look of bewilderment from the corner of my eye. “Ladies, I’m sorry, but we aren’t able to stay more than thirty minutes tonight,” I said as apologetically as I could. “I need to catch my train to get home.” I tapped Donna on the back. “We gotta go now.”


It took Donna a second to unfreeze, but when she did, she shot up out of her chair, unable to even make eye contact with anyone or say good-bye, and raced toward the door. I followed. The trail of voices behind us bidding, “Hope to see you next week,” escorted us outside.


The minute we exited, we howled, our chortles billowing puffs of vapor in the freezing cold air.


Donna unlocked the car doors. We climbed inside. She started up the engine, and turned to me. “Virgins? Tiaras? A casket?”


“Twilight Zone or Candid Camera,” I said, wiping away tears.


“Catch a train?” Donna laughed even louder.


“I didn’t know what else to say, Donna. But I couldn’t stand it another second. Did you want to stay?”


“Hell, no.” She emphatically shifted into drive and sped off down the road. “Did you ever see that Mary Tyler Moore Show episode about Chuckles the Clown?” she asked, once again erupting in laughter.


I nodded, joining in her giggle-fest.


“Mary and Mr. Grant and the whole newsroom go to pay their respects to Chuckles the Clown.” Donna could barely get the words out. “He died in a freak accident—he was dressed as a peanut and an elephant tried to eat him. At the funeral, Mary can’t stop laughing.”


Both of us gasped for air, wiping away tears, trying to compose ourselves. Up ahead loomed the neon-lighted maroon sign we both knew only too well—Baker’s Square, the notorious pie house. We had already planned to do dinner after the meeting, but swore it would be on the healthy side.


I couldn’t help myself. I had to ask, “Baker’s Square? You hungry for pie?”


Donna nodded without hesitation. “I could eat.”


“I could eat” became a mantra for us. A private joke we claimed as our own.


Within minutes, we were seated in the restaurant, still laughing and trying not to choke as we chowed down on juicy burgers and greasy fries. Of course, neither of us could have expected what happened next, as in walked the T.O.P.S. leader who marched herself over to our table. We were caught, not only in our lie, but also in our farthest-thing-from-healthy food fest.


Donna breathlessly spoke up, “Her train was early, and we missed it.” As plausible as her explanation could have been, her entire demeanor in delivering it betrayed her. No matter how hard she tried, Donna just couldn’t lie convincingly.


The T.O.P.S. leader’s lips thinned. It was clear she wasn’t buying it. With a curt nod, she left us to our own dietetic delinquencies.


Donna and I tried to stifle our uncontrollable laughter with our napkins, but it wasn’t possible. Besides, our slices of pie had arrived, and we couldn’t very well eat them with our mouths covered up.


That T.O.P.S. experience with Donna pretty much summed up my overall efforts with diet programs. It also spoke volumes about my relationships—with others and with myself.


Codependent! the voices in my head shouted out. And they were right. I knew the word’s definition well: “A person with an excessive emotional or psychological reliance on a partner, typically one who requires support on account of an illness or addiction.”


My entire existence back home was filled with codependent relationships: my parents’ relationship with one another; my papà’s with me; mine with Donna. She and I could lift one another up, and we did in many ways. But when it came to diet and healthy eating, more often than not, we dragged one another down, usually without meaning to or even realizing it.


Codependents confuse caretaking and sacrifice with loyalty and love.


I knew it but still fought it. Nonetheless, I did acknowledge that sometimes friends and family had the power to keep you from succeeding at whatever it was you wanted to do. Not that it was their fault. It wasn’t Donna’s fault that I was overweight. That was all me. She just made it easier for me to stay that way. And I was sure I made it easier for her to do the same.


There’s safety in the status quo, even when it’s making us miserable and stopping us from becoming everything we could be.


I HAD REACHED MY DORM ROOM—correction, temporary housing/kitchenette. I needed a shower. Badly. I hoped Beth wouldn’t be in the room. I could only imagine what I looked like, given I could smell myself with every step. I was super hungry, too. And I imagined that a jock watched what she ate, which meant she’d also be watching what went into my mouth. If I could get into my room, grab my stuff, race down the hall to shower, come back and change, and head out to grab a bite without her witnessing any of it, I would rejoice. I’d already blown my campus map expedition. I needed to succeed at this first-time effort at dorm-life-wash-and-wear-self-care.


With one hand still holding my useless campus map, I grabbed the doorknob with my other. I quickly said a prayer—“Please, God, let the room be empty”—then turned the knob and pushed it open.


I exhaled when I saw that my prayer had been answered. The room, indeed, was empty. Come to think of it, the entire high-rise seemed unusually vacant. I hadn’t seen a soul on the elevator ride up to my floor or during my dash down the hallway.


Maybe you’re missing out on another orientation thing.


I tried to ignore the thought. I had already missed too much. I may have been an upper-classman, but I felt very lower-class and as if I didn’t really belong.


As I grabbed my toiletries, towels, and keys, I focused on the next pressing scenario causing me to freak out: communal showering. The floor had two bathrooms, one on each end of the hallway. The actual toilets had doors for privacy, but the showers were all basically out in the open—only a flimsy curtain that didn’t really extend from end to end hung as the divider and one’s protector from anyone else who might saunter into the area. I feared being seen in my birthday suit. Even I didn’t want to see me in my birthday suit.


I fast-walked out of my room and down the hall, past several real dorm rooms to one bathroom. After stepping inside, I again let out a sigh of relief: The coast was clear.


I practically slid into one of the shower stalls, then hung my towel and change of clothes on the hooks just outside the clingy curtain. Shampoo, conditioner, soap, toothpaste, toothbrush—all of it had to be either juggled in hand or set down on the tile floor. I hadn’t thought to bring some sort of hanging shower container. I hadn’t thought of a lot of things that would probably have occurred to anyone else. I was still in my street clothes and needed to peel them off and put them somewhere.


Before I could decide what to do, all of the toiletries I had been trying my best to keep in my hand fell and came crashing down around my feet.


“You okay?” A voice that sounded like Beth’s echoed in the room.


I froze.


“A couple of us are gonna go down to dinner,” she continued, not waiting for a response. “Wanna come with?”


I shut my eyes.


How embarrassing.


She won’t rip open the curtain, will she?


Shut up. Focus. She’s waiting for an answer.


Okay, so if you say “no” they’ll think you’re stuck up.


But if you do say “no” then you can take your time putting yourself together and eat without an audience.


“Sure,” I heard myself blurt out. I didn’t mean to, but it was hard for me to say “no” to anyone or anything.


“Cool,” Beth said. “We’ll wait for you in the room.”


“K,” I said, and then, still fully dressed, I turned the handle of the faucet.


You’re such an idiot, my inner critics berated me as I tried to stay out of the way of the hot stream of water flowing from the shower head.


I couldn’t argue.


Moments later, I managed to strip myself of my sweaty clothes and toss them just outside the curtain. I then tackled washing my hair and soaping up my body. That damn curtain kept getting in my way, groping my ass with every turn. Clearly, the stall dimensions weren’t configured for someone my size.


I needed to hurry. Beth and whoever else made up “we” were waiting. With a final rinse, I turned off the water. I waited to see if anyone had entered the bathroom and heard nothing other than the sounds of the shower head dripping and my own heavy breathing. I was surprised by how much effort it was taking just to shower. I assumed I was safe and that no one was lurking outside, waiting to surprise a naked me. But then again, one couldn’t be too careful. I opted to dress while still in the shower stall.


WHEN I MADE MY WAY BACK to the kitchenette, I found a note taped to the outside of the door. It read: “Too hungry. Couldn’t wait. Meet us at Commons.”


I couldn’t have been happier.


Juggling an armload of my stuff, I managed to pull off the note, and turn the doorknob to let myself into the room. I was relieved that Beth wasn’t waiting for me inside, just as much as I was a bit annoyed that she would leave the door unlocked. She had to know I would have taken my keys. But then again, this was Iowa. Maybe they never locked their doors. And if she had locked it, and I hadn’t had my keys, I would have been left out in the hallway with a pile of dirty, wet clothes and an armful of toiletries.


You really need to get your act together.


I know.


And what exactly do you think there is in here of value that somebody would want to steal?


I looked around the room, ready to respond to the snarky chatter that never ceased. Neither Beth nor I had bothered to unpack yet. And what we had still in boxes or bags wasn’t anything that couldn’t be replaced, at least in my case. Surely Ames, Iowa, had to have a fat girl’s clothing store, right? If it came to it.


Shaking my head, mindful of the ticking clock, I threw my stuff onto the floor beside my cot and grabbed the dining card ISU had included in my orientation packet. I had opted for the cheapest meal plan, but it still wasn’t all that cheap—hundreds of dollars for the year, and that didn’t even provide three squares per day. I was allowed two meals per day, and I doubted it was all-you-could-eat.


Making my way down to the ground floor, I exited my high-rise and followed the short walkway that connected it to the squat building next door, Maple-Willow-Larch Commons. I figured that Larch and Maple were the names of the two Willow clone buildings nearby. Other than that, I had no idea what to expect once inside. Quite frankly, all I cared about was that my dining card held enough credit to handle what the rumbling in my stomach signified it wanted, which was to eat whatever they were offering, and a lot of it. Dinner needed to be served now!


After entering through the front door, I scanned the dining room. Groups of guys and girls—some looking so young they might still be in grammar school and some looking old enough to be teachers—stood patiently in lines, trays in hand, waiting for red-and-yellow-uniformed servers to dish out something that, I had to admit, smelled delicious.


Where was Beth? Before I grabbed my food, I needed to know where I would be taking my seat. Was she alone? No, she had said “we” when inviting me to join her for dinner. But did “we” mean one other person or a full entourage?


She was so short that in the sea of seated students, it took me a while to find her. Finally, a hand shot up and caught my eye. It was Beth, still in the same sweats, waving me over. She was seated across from a dark-haired girl whose back was turned to me. I motioned to Beth that I’d get my food and join them. Then I entered the line and accepted what was offered: burgers, hot dogs, French fries, onion rings. I would have taken two of each, but people were staring. I was used to it. Everybody everywhere seemed fascinated by what a fat person ate.


When my tray and I—holding one burger, one small order of French fries, a tall red plastic glass filled with ice and Coke, and a bowl of chocolate pudding—finally got to the table, I could have kicked myself for not grabbing more food. Beth’s tray spilled over with doubles of what I had gotten, except instead of Coke she’d opted for milk.


I placed my tray beside Beth’s and sat down in the chair next to her.


“Is that all you’re eating?” Beth’s eyes widened as if in shock.


“Are you really eating all that?” The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them.


The girl sitting across from us laughed out loud. “That’s nothing for Beth!”


Beth roared too and then, in the most serious of tones, said, “You’ll need to step it up if you want to dine with me again.”


My shoulders, which were hiked up to my earlobes, immediately dropped.


“I’m Kathy.” The girl put out her hand to shake mine. “Beth and I went to high school together in Brooklyn.”


“Brooklyn, New York?” I asked, shaking her hand.


Beth nearly spit out her milk.


Kathy giggled and exaggerated her words. “I wish! Brooklyn, Iowa. Have you never heard of it?”


I shook my head and chomped on a couple of French fries.


“It’s like an hour and a half from here,” Beth explained. “Kathy’s family owns Jim and Mary’s Café in town. They’re famous. My parents have cows. Yup, I’m just some farm girl who’s all about eating.”


Beth seemed so serious, she made me laugh. She wasn’t at all what I had expected a jock to be. Maybe I wasn’t at all what she’d expected a fat girl to be.


“Where are you from?” Kathy’s face lit up when she spoke. “Beth said you’re a city girl?” Her big brown eyes sparkled when she smiled.


I swallowed the giant bite I had just taken of my burger. “Chicago. Actually, I was born there, but we moved to a suburb called Skokie when I was little. That’s where my family still lives now.”


“Skokie?” Kathy wrinkled her nose. “What kind of name is that?”


“Indian,” I responded. “I think I was told it means ‘smelly onions’ or something.”


Kathy laughed. “Ewww! You probably aren’t missing that, huh?”


I shook my head, smiled, and stayed silent as I savored the last bite of my dinner.


I suppose I could have explained that Skokie didn’t actually smell like onions. I could have clarified what I was or wasn’t missing. But then I’d have to tell the truth, which was that I wasn’t missing home at all. Nope. Despite sharing a kitchenette with a jock, sleeping on a cot, communal showering, and having no clue how to get around campus or whether or not I’d be able to pay my bill at the end of the year, I was at that moment enjoying my freedom from the madness I’d left at home and finally getting a taste of what it was like to be normal.





CHAPTER TWO: CAMOUFLAGE
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MY PRACTICE WALK FROM THE Willow Residence Hall to the building where the ISU Job Fair would be held served me well. As misguided as I had been just the other day, lost for what seemed like hours, today, when it really mattered, I’d found my way without any delay.


What about the detour to the cereal bar?


While it was true that I had taken the time to eat breakfast in the Commons, I’d done so in great part as a form of research. I had my ISU dining card, and knowing what foods were offered at what times would help me in the long run to budget my calorie intake, as well as my account’s piggybank. The fact that I now knew giant dispensers of every possible brand of cereal were on display and available in all-you-can-eat fashion just proved my point.


It also had me feeling so out of control, wanting to grab a bowl of every single kind, just like that terror of a kid Augustus Gloop from Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory. If you don’t remember how the story ended for him, one word: badly. So, while cereal, especially when funds might run low, was definitely on the menu for me, I would have to be mindful of how much of it I consumed. I didn’t need any more help resembling an Oompa-Loompa.
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