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1.


Maggie Bean stood at the chocolate end of the candy aisle, biting her lip and carefully deciding which bag was going to help her survive the next seven days. Gummi Bears, Twizzlers, and Skittles had less fat than Butterfinger, Milky Way, and Nestlè Crunch, and would therefore be the better, healthier options, but “Wild Cherry” and “Banana Berry” never melted in her mouth the way smooth, old-fashioned milk chocolate did. It was the same tough decision every week, because Maggie never considered the best, healthiest option: leaving the store without any candy at all.


“ ’Scuse me, miss,” a sales clerk said, sounding slightly annoyed.


He stood just behind her, waiting to wheel a cart of vitamins to the pharmacy counter. She apologized quickly, stepped aside, and looked down, her face turning red. Her face was always turning red these days, in gym class or walking uphill from the bus stop, but also in less strenuous situations, like when a teacher called on her unexpectedly or she got the best grade on a French test. Classmates had taken to asking if she was okay, and while she knew she should be thankful for their concern, she only felt worse when the red deepened to maroon at the unwanted attention.


“You know, we just got in a new shipment of SnackWell’s cookies,” the sales clerk whispered as he rolled the cart past her. “Chocolate chip, only one hundred twenty calories and four point five grams of fat per serving!” He nodded and smiled. She recognized him from previous weeks, and while she wasn’t surprised he remembered her, she was still embarrassed he knew her shopping habits.


When the sales clerk finally reached the end of the aisle and rounded the corner, out of sight, she picked up a bag of Peanut M&M’s and another bag of miniature Snickers. Single servings never lasted long enough. These were big bags, like those her mother brought home for trick-or-treaters on Halloween. They were $2.99 each, and she was debating whether she had enough money for both bags and a pack of watermelon Bubble Yum when she heard familiar giggles floating from a few aisles down.


Maggie hugged the plastic bags to her chest and tiptoed down the candy aisle. The drugstore sales clerk was the only person who knew how she spent her weekly allowance, and she wanted to keep it that way. When she reached the boxes of Dots and Good & Plenty (which she barely ever glanced at en route to the chocolate), she held her breath and listened.


Anabel Richards and Julia Swanson, Water Wings cocaptains. She’d spent so much time trying to drown out their high-pitched laughter in school that she recognized it immediately. Running into anyone from school would’ve been completely mortifying, but it was just her luck that the captains of the synchronized swim team had chosen this day and this drugstore to go beauty supply shopping.


Maggie closed her eyes, hurried back down the aisle, and tried not to panic. Every girl in the seventh grade, Maggie included, had spent her childhood hoping to one day be a member of the prestigious team, practicing graceful turns in the bathtub and, later, more sophisticated moves in the town pool. Maggie’s desire had always been especially strong, because when her mother was in junior high, she’d been a founding Water Wings team member. If her mother had glory days like former high school star quarterbacks did, those were hers. A Rubbermaid bin filled with ribbons, trophies, and photo albums sat in the attic as proof.


Though she never pressured Maggie to follow in her footsteps, her mother used to joke that Maggie learned the team’s signature moves before she learned to walk. She didn’t joke anymore. Today’s team was superexclusive, and not only did each member have to know how to raise her limbs in and out of pool water with ease, she also had to look appropriate in the silver two-piece that served as the team uniform.


Maggie peered over the plastic bags at her belly. The summer before, she’d been thrilled to find a plain black one-piece swimsuit with an attached waist ruffle. So thrilled, in fact, that she almost hadn’t cared when a pregnant woman and a grandmother each bought the same exact one right before she did. She wouldn’t have even noticed that if the cashier hadn’t given her (and her belly) a weird look before ringing her up.


She tiptoed quickly back to the chocolate section. She had three possible options: calmly leave the store without candy and ruin her entire week, calmly leave the store with candy and pretend like she could care less if anyone spotted her with ten thousand unnecessary calories in her hands, or book it as fast as possible before the school’s biggest glamour girls looked up from their lip gloss.


Maggie raised the bags of candy to her face and inhaled deeply before gently placing them on the shelf. She trailed her fingers over the reassuring Snickers logo, poked fondly at the bright wrappings, and, head down, calmly walked down the aisle, back toward the boxes of Dots and Good & Plenty and the store’s exit.


As the sweet chocolate scent faded behind her, Maggie paused, glanced quickly toward the makeup aisle, and spun around. She raced back to the chocolate section and grabbed the two bags she’d just put down plus a bag of miniature Twix.


Avoiding seven whole days without chocolate was worth seven seconds of embarrassment.


She clutched the bags to her chest, dashed down the aisle toward the cash register, and unloaded that week’s survival kit on the counter. Her heart pounded and her palms grew damp as she fumbled through her green plastic change purse and the giggles grew louder. She turned her head to see Anabel and Julia whispering and walking toward the counter, carrying pink mascara wands and lipstick tubes. Desperate, Maggie threw all of her loose dollars and coins down without counting, grabbed the candy without waiting for a plastic bag, and ran through the drugstore door.


In her mother’s rusty Toyota Camry, Maggie shoved the M&M’s, Snickers, and Twix into her backpack. Her mother usually took forty-five minutes to shop. Maggie usually spent twenty of those minutes in the drugstore making her selection, and the other twenty-five relaxing in the car and dipping into her purchases. Anabel and Julia’s mascara search barely left her enough time to hide the evidence.


Leaning across the driver’s seat, Maggie scanned the checkout line through the grocery store windows. Relieved to find the coast still clear, she slid down the ripped vinyl seat, caught her breath, and reached for the Twix.




2.


“Okay, girls, you know the drill! Four times around the track makes a mile!” Ms. Pinkerton called to the group stretching on the pavement.


“But I have cramps, Ms. Pinkerton,” Genevieve Snodgrass whined, clutching her stomach and looking pained.


“And I have hemorrhoids. Who cares?” Ms. Pinkerton said without looking up from her clipboard.


Maggie raised her eyebrows and shook her head at her best friend, Aimee McDougall, who reached for her toes nearby. Ms. Pinkerton was new this year. When the girls had first spotted her across the gym in September, they’d assumed she was the guys’ coach. She was tall and stocky with short blond hair always hidden underneath a Yankees baseball hat. She wore long T-shirts over long shorts and barked orders in gym class the same way the guys’ football coach barked orders on the field.


“Okay!” Ms. Pinkerton clapped her hands together.


“Let’s line up, front and center, along that yellow line!”


“I hate this,” Maggie whispered.


“Beats Madame DuMonde’s pop quizzes.” Aimee shuddered.


“French can be tough,” Maggie agreed. “But I’d give up English forever if it meant never having to run another mile.”


Ms. Pinkerton slowly raised the dreaded stopwatch in the air.


“Ms. Pinkerton?” Maggie called.


“ What? Who’s that? Who said my name?” Ms. Pinkerton eyed the girls from above her oversize purple sunglasses.


“Is it okay if we have to walk at some point?” Maggie timidly waved her hand.


“Walk? Did you say walk, Ms. Bean? Am I hearing you correctly?”


“Yes. I just mean, you know, after running for a while, if we have to catch our breath or something?”


Ms. Pinkerton walked toward Maggie.


“Ms. Bean, you are familiar with the President’s Challenge?”


Maggie nodded.


“The national President’s Challenge, the same fitness program in which you participated just one year ago?” Ms. Pinkerton quickly took off her sunglasses and made Maggie meet her eyes.


“ Yes, of course.” Though she’d never heard of the President’s Challenge before the first week of sixth grade, it had been too torturous to ever forget.


“Then you’re familiar with the one-mile run, are you not? Do you really think a one-mile walk would be appropriate for the demanding, yet fair, President’s Challenge?”


Maggie saw beads of sweat pop up along Ms. Pinkerton’s forehead and chin. She shook her head.


“So we’re clear, then?”


Maggie nodded, her face turning red. She hated the president for making her do this. She bet his officials never said, “Okay, Mr. President, it’s that time of year again! Put that bill aside! Situps and pushups, sixty seconds, GO!” And even if his officials did say that, at least the president didn’t have to sweat in front a big group of other presidents.


“You okay?” Aimee whispered. She stood beside Maggie and put one hand on her shoulder as Ms. Pinkerton resumed her position on the side of the track and reraised the stopwatch.


Maggie shrugged and looked down at her sneakers. There was no denying the embarrassment, because Aimee knew her too well. They’d been best friends since the fourth grade, when Maggie’s self-confidence was still intact and she hadn’t thought twice about inviting over the most popular girl in her class.


“Okay, ladies! On your marks!”


Maggie stepped one foot back, leaned forward, and rested her fingertips on the track. She focused on the toe of her sneaker instead of the jumbo marshmallow her right calf had become.


“Get set!”


She raised her head, trying not to notice the defined calf of the girl in front of her, the sharp edge of muscle that looked like it could poke out Maggie’s eye if she shifted in the wrong direction. Her heart raced and she reassured herself that gym class only lasted forty-five minutes, and they needed at least ten minutes to change before next period, so the agony couldn’t last that much longer.


“GO!” Ms. Pinkerton yelled, and blew her whistle.


As the group shuffled away from the yellow line, Maggie tried to console herself with the idea that she should feel sorry for Ms. Pinkerton for being so insecure and unhappy that she needed to control kids with a whistle to feel better.


“Doing okay, Mags?” Aimee asked after the first half of the first lap.


“Great!” Maggie gulped. “I’ve got at least three minutes before my lungs pop.”


“Just remember, two counts in, two counts out. In through your nose, out through your mouth.”


“No offense, Aim”—Maggie swallowed—“but I’m just going to hold my breath till the finish line.” She spoke without inhaling, her words bouncing with every step.


“You’ll pass out long before then.” Aimee’s words, on the other hand, flowed from her mouth as though she stood completely still. “Just pace yourself. Don’t try to overdo it. And don’t think too much.”


Maggie laughed. “Right.” Her breathing issues, the aching in her shins, tightness in her calves, and pain in her side made it impossible to do anything but think—about how her body was going to break apart.


“McDougall!” Ms. Pinkerton shouted.


Aimee spun around and raised one hand against the glare of the sun.


“You’re already two minutes behind last semester’s time!”


“So?” Aimee shouted, jogging backward.


“So you’re an athlete, not a cheerleader! Get moving!”


Maggie almost tripped when Anabel Richards came up beside them, already into her second lap. “Ms. P said she’ll give the first five across the finish line extra credit.”


Maggie’s mouth, already wide for maximum air intake, fell open even farther as two more Water Wings joined them. Gym was the one class in which she could actually use the extra credit, and she certainly needed it more than anyone who could make it to the finish line without an oxygen tank.


“Thanks,” Aimee said, “but—”


“Aim,” Maggie interjected, brushing strands of damp hair from her cheeks and tugging at the back of her T-shirt, “just go.” She playfully nudged her toward the Water Wings. She knew Aimee could’ve been around the track three times already if not for her.


“Okay,” Aimee relented, “but I will meet you at the finish line.”


As her best friend dashed away with the Water Wings, their laughter fading as the distance increased, Maggie tried to ignore the ponytails bouncing ahead of her. She tried to ignore the elastic waistband of her shorts that dug into her waist, the mesh material that kept rising up her inner thighs as they rubbed together, and the subtle kicks she performed to give the shorts room to fall back in place. She felt her butt and stomach jiggle with each step, and she thought of her French assignment, the 98 percent she’d gotten on the math exam (the only A in the class), the 100 percent she’d received on her earth science presentation, and the smile she thought Peter Applewood had given her at their lockers earlier.


She would think about these things because she had to keep her feet moving. No matter what, no matter the pain in her side, the tightness in her calves, or the ponytails bobbing around her, she would keep her feet moving.


Walking was not an option.




3.


It was just her luck that of all the combinations of all the lockers in the entire school, Maggie was stuck with 36-24-36. She’d seen enough Cosmo and Glamour covers to know that her forty-two-inch chest, thirty-four-inch waist and forty-four-inch hips were better suited to a polar bear, and now she’d be reminded every weekday between September and June for the next two years. There was only one way to deal, besides carrying nine textbooks, four notebooks, and her jacket with her all day, and that was to pretend the combination numbers were associated with something else.


(Because she had to deal. Her future relationship with Peter Applewood depended on their chance locker encounters!)


Thirty-six phone calls, twenty-four dates, thirty-six kisses.


She spun the dial and opened the locker door. She needed chances, but she didn’t need one right then, when her face still radiated more heat than the sun and her thick, dark hair clung to the back of her neck in sticky clumps. She’d crossed the yellow line for the fourth time in just under eighteen minutes, which was almost six over the suggested President’s Challenge maximum, and had had a hard time accomplishing even that. The other girls had already begun the journey across the soccer field toward the gym, and Maggie had been so far behind that Aimee had closed her eyes while sitting on the bleachers waiting for her and hadn’t seen her final approach. She’d finished hot and tired, but happy, because she’d shuffled, scuffed, even skipped in some places, but she hadn’t walked.


She threw her math book onto the top shelf and reached for her French book. As she rummaged through papers, she thought about how happy she was not having a small mirror hanging in her locker. She was probably the only girl in her class without one, but why would she ever want to be reminded of her shapeless brown hair, boring brown eyes, and puffy cheeks? Especially now, when she really needed to find her book and didn’t have time to feel bad about her reflection.


Where was her French book? She hadn’t taken it home the night before because they’d watched French cartoons in class while Madame DuMonde read People magazine, and been given a night free of homework so long as they promised not to tell their parents about Madame’s afternoon off. Maggie sifted through her other books and notebooks, hurrying to beat the bell.


Her face grew redder, her forehead damper from sticky bangs and a fresh wave of perspiration. The voices around her faded as students moved out of the hallway and into classrooms. Maggie unloaded her locker, stacking one book after another onto the floor, not noticing when the stack grew so tall it wobbled briefly before toppling around her feet. She looked in her backpack again, brushed her damp hair away from her face, and closed her eyes to remember exactly where she’d last seen it. She pictured the cover, red with a silver-gray Tour Eiffel and miniature French men and women, wearing berets and sitting at adjacent outdoor cafés, and in the background—


“Maggie?”


Her eyes snapped open and she looked straight ahead.


Peter Applewood stood there, waiting for her to respond.


She quickly picked up a couple of books from the floor and tossed them back into her locker, trying to hide her face behind the open door.


“Peter, hi! How’s it going? Sorry about the mess. I’ll be right out of your way.”


“Were you looking for something in particular?”


She stood up, brushed her hair back, and straightened her sweatshirt.


“Yes, a book. I have no idea—”


She stopped talking as her eyes registered the bright red cover of the book he held.


“Where did you, I mean, how did you—?”


He raised his eyebrows, smiled, and shrugged. Maggie put one hand on her stomach, trying to reassure it enough so that it would stop turning.


“I didn’t realize what it was when I grabbed it out of my locker this morning.”


He handed her the book and Maggie opened it. There it was, Maggie Bean, on the front page.


She looked up. “It was in your locker?” She scrunched her face.


“I guess you threw it in there accidentally.”


She smiled weakly. “That sounds like something I would do.”


“Need help?” He motioned to the floor.


“What?” She’d already forgotten about the remaining mess surrounding her. “Oh, that.” She waved her hand. “No, thanks. It won’t take long.”


She knew he could hear her heart pounding; it must have been shaking the walls of the school. And even if he didn’t and it wasn’t, there was no missing the inferno face she was surely sporting. If he stood around her any longer, he might start sweating himself.


“Thank you for this.” She patted the book and stuffed it into her backpack without meeting his eyes. She tugged at the back of her sweatshirt as she pretended to look for something else. She wasn’t about to bend over and draw attention to her least favorite physical feature for the sake of cleaning.


“No problem.” He opened his locker, put a book away, and took one out. “Everything else going okay?”


“Sure, yup, sweet as pie.” She closed her eyes and shook her head as soon as the words left her mouth. Leave it to her to include unnecessary baked goods in what could’ve easily been a normal response.


He laughed. “Great.” He closed his locker and smiled. “Well, I’ll see you later, then.”


She tried to smile and waved. She didn’t turn to watch him the way she might’ve under other, less mortifying circumstances, so she settled for picturing his short, black hair and khaki Nike hat, plaid button-down shirt, and jeans, and his easy walk retreating down the hallway. He was on the baseball team and had the unhurried stroll of an athlete.


And here she stood, anything but an athlete, sweaty, red, embarrassed, and wondering how she could convince the administration to move her locker assignment to the other side of the building.


When the bell rang, Maggie threw the rest of her books inside the locker and hurried to class, cutting through the girl’s bathroom to get there faster, and covering her face with her red French textbook as she passed in front of the mirrors.




4.


“So, how were our days?” Maggie’s mother asked brightly as she unfolded a paper napkin in her lap.


“Fine.” Maggie reached for the mashed potatoes. “Are these real or from the box?”


“Dudley’s Spuds were on sale this week.” Her mother cleared her throat and reached for the glass of water next to her plate.


“Boxed potatoes are cheaper than actual potatoes?” Maggie frowned and handed the bowl to Summer without scooping any onto her plate. Ever since their father lost his job, their mother had taken to attacking the coupon flyer as soon as the Sunday paper hit their yard. For six months each meal had become more boring than the one before.


“This week they are.” Her mother speared a drumstick with her fork. “Chicken?”


Her father held out his plate.


“I got a letter from my pen pal in Texas,” Summer offered.


Maggie grabbed two rolls and passed around the bread basket. When everyone else took only one, she sheepishly put back the second.


As it was, her waist spilled over the top of her jeans, her chest rested comfortably on a fat roll, and her cotton T-shirt sleeves clung to her arms like spandex. She was already the Pillsbury Doughgirl. There was no need to test the effects of an extra roll.


“I told Aunt Violetta that you’re going with her to the next Pound Patrollers meeting.” Her father spoke like it was just another after-school activity.


Maggie’s mouth fell open as her head snapped up. Two rolls were riskier than she’d thought. “What?”


“Pen pal?” Summer suggested weakly. “Texas? Far, far away?”


When his mouth continued to fill with food instead of explanation, Maggie looked to her mom.


“Chicken?” she asked brightly, raising the platter for distraction.


“Next Wednesday,” he continued, shoving a forkful of potatoes into his mouth and talking around it. “Seven o’clock.”


“You’re kidding, right?” Maggie shook her head. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”


Aunt Violetta, her father’s sister, had had weight issues her entire life and really needed to attend those meetings. According to him, she’d married the first guy who kissed her because she’d been afraid no one else would ever want to kiss her again, and Maggie just didn’t feel they were playing in the same ballpark. She’d heard her aunt’s stories, knew the embarrassment involved. The weigh-ins, the oversize doctor’s scale, the circle of unhappy, middle-aged women whining about their reasons for eating three too many slices of birthday cake (which, Maggie reasoned, was way different from eating two barely-there dinner rolls).


“Maggie, we know you’ve put on a bit of weight recently. What is it up to now? Thirty pounds?” He raised his eyebrows, then continued when she slumped in her chair without answering. “We just want you to be healthy.” He looked at her pointedly, as though he was doing her the favor she wouldn’t do for herself.


“But I can’t go!” She bit her lip, surprised at the outburst.


There was no denying her recent weight gain. Just one month before, the nurse had clucked her tongue so loudly during her annual school physical that Maggie couldn’t help but look at the scale. Her mouth had dropped at the 181, which was 32 pounds higher than the year before. But she’d still run one thousand track laps before she’d go to a single Pound Patrollers meeting.


He lowered his fork and looked at her. “And why not?”


She cleared her throat and brushed her hair away from her face. “Wednesdays aren’t good for me.” She tried to sound casual, as though the reason was anything other than the fact that attending those meetings would be social devastation. “It’s a really big homework night. Huge, actually.” She directed this to her mother, who proudly displayed every report card, certificate, and trophy. “I mean, papers, presentations, tests, pop quizzes. Always on Thursdays.” She shrugged as though there was simply nothing she could do.


“Maggie.” He tilted his head. “It’s for your own good.”


“She’s from Amarillo!” Summer exclaimed. “Like armadillo!”


Maggie’s mother patted Summer’s hand.


Maggie felt the familiar heat spring to her cheeks. She pushed her plate away and shoved her chair back.


“Where are you going?”


“Mondays are really big homework nights too,” she said quickly, cringing when she heard her voice quiver. It didn’t matter that she’d finished her assignments before dinner. It was the only reason she could think of to escape from the table as fast as possible.


“Maggie, honey,” her mother gently protested. “Please sit down.”


“Dinner was delicious, Mom.” She smiled without looking up as she cleared her place.
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