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This one i for all of us who've cried whein fookilng in the mirror.

Here's to never o(oiung that agadn.
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PROLOGUE

SIXTEEN YEARS AGO

For once, no one was thinking of food.

From above, they were just three teenage girls, bobbing in the
middle of the clear blue lake, a rowboat drifting lazily nearby as
they splashed and laughed. A blonde and two brunettes, one with
black hair, one with brown. Their voices rose and fell. Occasion-
ally, one of them would slip underwater, then pop up a few yards
away. Hair would be slicked back, and the swimmer might flip on
her back and look up at the sky, so pure and deep that day, the
thick white clouds floating slowly past on the lazy breeze.

Just the three of them out in the lake, an unauthorized swim
time, rebels all, at least for the moment, free from the constraints
and prescribed activities of Camp Copperbrook, where girls ages
eleven to eighteen were sent to lose weight. For now, the three
weren’t fat girls . . . they were just normal, and they were enjoying
that elusive state of simply being as they goofed around in the
lake. Emerson floating, ever dreamy; Georgia sidestroking effi-
ciently; Marley tw1st8% an ﬁ%éldnﬁ/llalf% an, Ptter

They’d lost the oars to the rowboat, so one by one, they’d
jumped in the water to fetch them. The lake was so silky and cool
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against their skin that no one wanted to get back out. They were
weightless, and graceful. They were practically mermaids. After
a while, they just floated on their backs, swishing their hands
once in a while, kicking lackadaisically.

The sun was bright but behind the mountain; birds dipped
and wheeled above the lake. From the pine-ringed beach came the
far-off sound of the occasional whistle from one of the counsel-
ors, some laughter from other campers, a snatch of music.

Tomorrow, everyone would be going home.

“I love it here,” Emerson said, a wistful note in her soft voice.
“This is my happy place. Right here, right now. I can’t believe we
won’t be back next year.”

“Me too,” Georgia said. “It sucks to age out.”

“This has been the best summer,” Marley said.

Georgia lifted her head, checking to see how far away the boat
was, then settled back into the water like it was a mattress.

None of them felt their weight in the clear stillness of the lake.
There was no chafing, no sweating, no lumbering. No aching
joints, no straining muscles and, at this moment, no labored
breathing.

True peace was rare when you were fat. When you were fat,
you wore armor to protect and deflect. You were either sharp and
bitter, inspiring fear in potential bullies, or you were extra cheer-
ful to show nothing mattered at all, not the snubs or the insults
or the degradation. When you were fat, you worked so hard to be
invisible. You lived in fear of being noticed, singled out, of having
someone point out what you already knew.

You’re fat.

And these three girls were all fat.

bu ac s Moy HEhEER Kitfrerial

A black-and-white”loon popped up right next to Marley’s
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head. She shrieked and flapped her hands, and the bird dove,
disappearing into the depths.

“It tried to peck me!” Marley sputtered.

“You scared it to death,” Georgia said, snorting with laughter.
“Relax. It’s just a bird.”

“I thought it was a shark,” she said.

“I'm pretty sure we’re safe from shark attacks,” Emerson said.

“Unless it’s a lake shark,” Marley said, and they all laughed
again, the sounds floating up into the endless sky to join the
creamy clouds.

Then a long whistle blast came from the camp, and a voice
magnified by a bullhorn. “Marley, Georgia, Emerson! Get back
to shore now!” It was their bitchy head counselor.

The three girls groaned in unison.

“She’s so mean,” Emerson said.

“She’s skinny,” Georgia added. “She shouldn’t be here. It’s
bad for morale.” They laughed again at the truth of her words.

Georgia was the first to obey, flipping over and swimming
neatly to the boat, gathering the errant oars on the way. Getting
in wasn’t so pretty. “Party’s over, girls,” she said as she settled
herself in the seat. Marley was next, able to raise herself over the
side with ease, the most athletic one of the three.

Emerson . . . Emerson needed help from both of them, and
even then, it was hard. Whatever grace the three girls had in the
lake was shed like drops of water as the reality of their bodies
returned to the gravity of the water-free world.

“When I’'m skinny, I’'m going to swim every day,” Emerson
said, panting from the exertion.

“When I'm skinny, I’'m going to rock a bathing suit,” Marley

said, pulling her stu&ig Qe I;]eceqawgtgﬁml her body. “This

thing is worse than a corset can’t wait to taﬂe it off.”
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Georgia didn’t say anything, just picked up the oars and fitted
them in the locks.

“Let’s make a list when we get back,” Emerson said. “All the
things we’ll do when we’re not fat anymore. Things we can’t even
dream of now.”

“We can dream,” Georgia said, pulling on the oars. The boat
slid forward, and Marley trailed a hand in the water. “Nothing
wrong with dreams.”

“A list sounds like fun,” Marley said. “It’ll motivate us to lose
weight. We can call each other when we cross stuff off.”

Little waves slapped against the bow as they got closer to
shore. Georgia’s strokes slowed, and she docked the oars for a
moment as all three of them looked back at the purple and pink
clouds burnished by the setting sun, the pine trees turning black
in silhouette.

Sitting there for one last moment, they all knew the magical
afternoon was over, yet no one could quite let it go. After all, how
many days like this do you get in life? How often can you really
be free, alive . . . weightless?

That’s the problem with perfect moments. They end.

Though no one would say it, all three girls knew things would
never be quite the same again.
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CHAPTER |

FOUR YEARS AGO
Dear Diary,

[ love j’co\»’timg a new Jourvxa(, [t fee(j 5o clean! Like, who knows what |
can Fill up these pages with? /Y\oy(aa you'“ be the diary where | write
about my first love, my Jcrép to [RQome, my engagement rivxg, my ba-
bies! Okay, that's probably getting ahead of myself, but you never
know. | was wod:cl'\ilng Ellen the other day and this woman was Jcafkilng

about how fast her life changed when she lost weight. So maybe mine
wlll, too.

Emerson Lyo(io\ Duval.

Emerson Lyo(im Duval.

[ love my name. | stil can fill pages of a notebook writing ct over
and over. Lydia was my mother'’s great-aunt; she died in the Holo-
caust. She'd been a ballet dancer, apparently. [ love carrying her name,
t['\ougb\ [ try not to imagilna what she'd think of my outer jef'ﬁ

Emerson L\yoﬁa Duval. Someone with that name o(eﬁvthe(y ele-
gavx”c and fwo\u’cifu(, k@g?t{/\?rtﬁfév& &e?@'iére c’(earfy went to
Smith Co”ege, don't you Lmk?%ﬁ\e'j tall, Eemuta.f‘uf, slim. (God, | love
that word!) But she can eat mny’cl'\img She wants, of course. Sometimes,



6 KRISTAN HIGGINS

tkougl«, she's so buj\y she forge’cj to eat, because unless it's a rea”\y Spe-
clal meal, food & an aftertl«ougt\t, not 98 (oercem’c of what she thonks
about. She (ofayeo( on the vo”ey(m“ team (n co”ege. Or no, she (ofoyeo(
field l«ockey, the ultimate ricl/\—girf Sport. (Georgia pfoye,o(, now that [
think of it.)

Yes, Emerson L&dia Duval (o(a&eo( field L\ockey at prep school and
college, because she loves being outside. She founded her college’s hik-
ng club. Stil an avid outdoorswoman, she adores animals, but her
L\eo\uy travel schedule doesn't let her have a ‘oe’c. Her clothes are loose
ﬁt’cimg and eﬁ‘or’c(eﬁ, but so j‘ty(ij[’\, and when she does (out on a black
cocktail dress and her Christian Loubouting, you can hear men's jaws
Nttimg the pavement all over the city.

This other Emerson Duval lives in New ‘//ork. No, San Erancisco, in
asleek Ngb\-ri_fa fauifo(ilng. She flies first class but uses the time and extra
Space to work tirelessly for the nonprofit she founded while in graduate
school at Stanford. She doesn't need the money; Other Emerson has a
trust fund. (Not that I'm kmockimg the plain old inheritance I have.)
But Other Emerson barely touches it. Her one indulgence is that
apartment. Gotta have a wice (oface to live, and occajiovxo\“y, to enter-
tain as part of her job. it's her haven, tastefully furnished with a view
of the Bay Bridge, and when the fog rolls in . . . perfection!

Emerson's parents have a small (I'\uge!) (o(mce, (n Paris, and she vis-
s when she can. Her mother, a profejjor ot La Sorbonne, takes Em-
erfon jlf\o(o(oimg for chic c(o’cl«img, and her dad asks for her input on the
latest building he's designing. Emerson's bilingual, of course. Tri-, really,
but she doesn't feel her Mandarin i up to snufl. (She's modest. It's
flawless.) She's Ju.ft as comfortabf@ o(i_{cuﬁilng the economics of sub-
SML\G\YQV\ countries as Jl’\e s o(m;_[ilng up ‘For the Met Gala.

She has a boyﬁdevnof, biew sar. He's funny and devoted and looks
like a young [dris %%\p?ef"jga}ﬁ,«&fom trg(?’?g‘{j' or a tecﬁ\' gé’/V\’iuj. He
loves her o(ej(oemte(y and § wattung for the o(o\y when her life will allow
her to Sy yes. He boug%’c the ring after their first date.
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Yeah.

['m ot jayimg I'll ever become that Emerson. | mean, | know [
won't. [ just lcke tl«imkimg about her. She kea(o; me company.

ln my imagination, Other Emerson could be friends with someone
ltke me — someone who 3e/cj stared at every time she leaves the house.
Someone w%o';Juo(geo( and fowno( o(ijgu_ﬁ:img every _(Llngfa o(ay. Someone
who weég%j three times what she should. She would see the real me, not
Just the fat. She wouldin't see the fat at all. She'd see the funny, kind,
Sweet person [ kinow | am but who no one else tries to see. /Y\y mom did,
of courfe, but she's gone now. Georgim and /Y\o\r(ey, tl'\e& do, too.

[ wish they lived closer. | quess | could move, but [ love this house.
Mama's house. Except for college, I've never lived avxywl'\e/ra else.

Ah, well. Hang with me, Other Emerson. Who knows what life will
be like fay the time this diary s filled up?
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CHAPTER 2

Marley

PRESENT DAY

It’s those deathbed promises that bite you in the ass.

Granted, I did not start the day aware that I'd be driving
through four states to stand by a hospital bed, trying not to sob.
I'd started it by thinking about what I’'d make for breakfast, then
lunch, then dinner. 'm a chef, and a fat girl. Food is everything.

But right now, my face was frozen into what I hoped was a
comforting smile. The left side of my mouth was twitching, and
my eyes felt weird and hot. It was hard to remember how to
breathe, and when I figured it out, the hospital air tasted stale and
flat.

Outside the room, there was bustle and clatter, voices and
squeaking shoes. In here, though . . . silence except for the wheeze
of Emerson’s breathing and the beeping of the monitors. Yes, yes,
the monitors. Look at that. HR 133, O2 87%, BP 183/99.

I’m not a doctor, but I knew those numbers weren’t good.
Even if they were, the evidence was in the patient.

I wasn’t even s&rg it was fl;:{r% SISPR, C}Tel},agd Jvas her face—sort of.
Hard to recognize amld the tubes and wires and the second chin
so big it rested on her chest . . . and God, the mountains, the acres



GOOD LUCK WITH THAT 9

of flesh. When . . . how had she become so huge? I didn’t under-
stand how it could have happened in such a short time. But it
wasn’t short, was it? We’d gone away for the weekend maybe
seven years ago, and we saw each other again at Georgia’s wed-
ding almost six years ago, and yes, she’d always been the biggest
one of us, but this . . . I never expected this.

Thank God that’s not me, 1 thought, and guilt made my fake
smile stretch even more. Do something, idiot! my brain com-
manded, so I ran a hand through my hair, snaring my pinkie. I
glanced at Georgia, who was blinking rapidly. No fake smile for
her, just her brows knit together as she tried to take in what we
were seeing.

Why hadn’t we known Emerson was this far gone? Why
hadn’t T reached out more? My heart was galloping in my chest,
and tears burned in my eyes.

Emerson appeared to be sleeping, her eyes closed. Apparently,
she was exhausted from greeting us, and from . . . existing.

“Promise,” wheezed Emerson.

I jumped. Okay, she was awake, then. Her eyes were swollen
into slits, but I could see her look at me first, then Georgia. In her
hand she clutched an envelope, but clearly she was too weak to
lift her arm to hand it to us. Or her arm was too heavy. Or both.

“Promise you’ll . . . do it,” she whispered.

“Uh ... yeah,” I answered, still too stunned to know what I
was really agreeing to. “You bet. Of course we will. We’ll do it
with you. When you get better. Emerson, you know you’ll get
better. You will. You’re in the hospital, they’re taking great care
of you, you’re not going to . . . you know! Right? Right, Georgia?”

Cutting a glance at Georgia, I saw she was still frozen. A
quick elbow to her siélcosF())lvlgl%J Ii%lta

t. .
d Mater
I heard her force a swa){low. Then s i

e saldain a near whisper,

“Yes. Exactly. I was just thinking the same thing. You . . . you’ll
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be fine.” She paused, and I heard her take a deep breath. “I'm
quite, quite sure.”

For a former lawyer, Georgia’s lying ability sucked.

I took a step closer to the bed and patted where I thought
Emerson’s foot would be under the covers, hoping it didn’t hurt.
The blanket and sheet had pulled to the side, as if they weren’t
big enough to cover her, revealing her knee, the elephantine thigh,
the hugely muscled calf—muscled from carrying her body. Her
skin was red and stretched so tight it looked like it might burst
with the slightest touch, like an overfilled balloon.

Jesus.

My heart twisted. Every time we’d seen each other—every
single time since we met—the three of us had talked about how
this was a new chance to do what we’d all sworn we’d do before.

Lose weight.

Because all three of us had been fat/heavy/overweight/meta-
bolically challenged/curvy/big all our lives.

And here we were. Still not skinny. But my God, the stakes
were life and death now.

I was fat—Ilet’s just call it what it is—forever relegated to Lane
Bryant and the plus-sized corners of department stores. Georgia,
while currently on the smaller side of things, had yo-yoed so often
that the two of us fantasized about the village we could’ve popu-
lated based on our cumulatively lost body mass alone.

But Georgia and I had never been like this.

The three of us had met at fat camp—pardon me, at Camp
Copperbrook, an Intensive Residential Nutrition and Exercise
Program for Girls. All of us had been eighteen, all heading for
college, hoping this summer would be the one when we could
Lose That Welgh%for Goc)ﬁit%réd’}% art Living. Emerson
and Georgia had

een camp regulars; I only got to go that one

time after begging, whining and guilt-tripping my parents.
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In six weeks, I lost fourteen pounds and gained two friends.
Georgia and I stayed close—we were both from New York, had
gone to colleges an hour apart and visited each other at least a
couple times a semester. When she went to Yale Law, I'd go to
Connecticut to see her, and she’d come down to spend the odd
weekend with me at my parents’ house.

But Emerson was from Delaware. She was super close to her
mom and didn’t like to travel. I think Georgia and T had seen her
five times in the sixteen years since camp.

But I had tried with Emerson. Just last year, I'd tried to orga-
nize a girls’ weekend for the three of us. Emerson was the one
who canceled at the last minute.

Maybe it was because of this. Her size.

Aside from Facebook occasionally alerting me to the fact that
Emerson had posted a picture of flowers or kittens to her page, it
was fair to say that the adult version—izhis version—of Emerson
Duval was a stranger to me. It was shocking to see what had hap-
pened in five years. She’d always had the most weight to lose, but
still . . .

Please, God, 1 prayed. Please, Frankie. Don’t let this be
the end.

Then again, Frankie had left me, too.

Emerson seemed to have fallen asleep.

From the hallway, we could hear someone giving a tour. “This
is one of our bariatric rooms, specially designed to fit the super-
morbidly-obese patient. Our walls are reinforced with steel plates
to support the grab bars for patients up to a thousand pounds”—
a thousand pounds—*“and our toilets allow extra room for aides
to assist the patients. The doorway is bigger, as you can see, and—"

erla

Georgia flew overCto the. d(l)’ﬂ IR(E ind?” she hissed.
ed
osed the door, and dashed

“There’s a human being 1n here She

a hand across her eyes.
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“Thank you,” wheezed Emerson, her eyes still closed.

My mouth started to quiver. She didn’t sound good. Not at all.
That squeak in her lungs, her labored breathing . . .

Emerson lifted her hand again, her arm flopping back to the
bed. Right, right. The envelope.

“You’re going to be fine,” Georgia said, her voice steadying
me. “You’re where you need to be right now. But sure, if it makes
you feel better, we’ll take it.” She stepped closer to the bed, took
the envelope out of Emerson’s hand, glanced at it, swallowed, and
held it up for me to see.

To be opened after my funeral had been written across the

front.
A sob popped out of me. “You’re not . . . dying, Emerson,” 1
managed to say. “You’re just . . . you just need help.”

“You’re going to get better,” Georgia said, her voice firmer
now that she seemed to have gotten over her initial shock. “You
have to, Emerson. You’re wonderful and funny and kind, and we
love you.”

Tears were streaming down my face. I reached for Emerson’s
hand, which was cold and clammy, and gave it a squeeze. “We
do,” I managed. “You hang in there, Emerson. You can get better.”

Emerson smiled a little, eyes still closed.

Just then, the door burst open again. “Bath time!” announced
a nurse, one who was carrying a good sixty-five extra pounds
herself. (Estimating weight is one of the superpowers of the fat.)
“Ladies, if you don’t mind.” She gave Emerson the once-over and
sighed. “Why do they expect me to do this alone?” She stuck her
head out in the hall. “I’'m gonna need an assist in here!”

“Lovely,” Georgia muttered. She went over to Emerson’s head

<«

b . > »
and patted her sh&?cée;.r |gl?10tlé LEIVEIR; ic()glﬁay. We love .you.
Emerson opened heér eyes. “I love you both,” she whispered.

Georgia’s face scrunched.
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I wiped my eyes and kissed Emerson on the forehead. Her
cheeks were bright red—high blood pressure. “Bye,” I whispered,
my throat clenched tight. “See you soon.” Please, God. Please,
Frankie. “Love you,” I added, in case my deities weren’t going to
come through.

The nurse bared her teeth at us in what was clearly not a sin-
cere smile.

As we were walking to the elevators, a doctor called out. “Ex-
cuse me? Are you Ms. Duval’s friends?”

We stopped. “Yes,” Georgia said.

“I’'m glad I caught you. ’'m Dr. Hughes.” He was a tall, lean
man with a kind face, not much older than we were. “Emerson
gave me permission to update you. I was hoping I could talk to
you for a minute, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” I said.

“I’m sure you can tell your friend isn’t doing well.”

“We can see that,” Georgia said.

Tears welled in my eyes once more. I wiped them away, notic-
ing that my hands were shaking.

“You may want to stay close,” he said. “She’s had a blood clot
travel from her legs to her lung, which is why she’s having trouble
breathing. She’s hypertensive, has fluid around her heart, lymph-
edema . . . that’s what causes the swelling. Her organs are shut-
ting down.”

Oh, sweet Jesus.

“Is she dying?” Georgia asked.

He looked at her, his expression sad. “My best professional
guess is yes.”

“Isn’t there anything you can do?” I asked, hearing the terror

“I think at this pomt Eymersg;[leh%sl\él %g&é&ld her options,” he
said.

in my voice.
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“Well, what options do you have?” I asked. “Obviously, she’s
very sick. You’re the doctor. Help her.”

“We’re doing everything we can,” he said. “But . . . well, when
a person has been this overweight for this long, the damage has
been done, and we can’t always reverse it.”

Georgia and I looked at each other. My throat was so tight I
couldn’t speak.

She turned back to the doctor. “How long do you think
she has?”

“A day or two. I’'m sorry. She wanted you to be prepared.” He
gave us a sad, almost apologetic look, then turned to leave. We
watched him until he got to the end of the hall and disappeared
around a corner.

Georgia was silent in the elevator, silent as we walked to
the car.

Me, I was bawling.

We’ve all seen the shows—thank you, TLC—and let’s be honest.
We watch them to make ourselves feel better. Sure, I was fat, but
not six-hundred-pounds fat! I wasn’t having KFC fed to me
through my bedroom window, was I? I didn’t need the firefighters
to chainsaw around the front door so I could fit through, didn’t
need a team of eight to drag me out of the house on a sheet. And
I always ate healthy food while watching that show. No ice cream
during that one, no sir. Ice cream was for The Walking Dead
(another show that made me feel good about my appearance).

But seeing it—seeing Emerson—in person was different.
There was no feeling good now.

“You okay to &rwe’ G%c%rg(ﬂa K‘/f’af s e sat in my car.

I blew my nose for the tenth time an nodded. Took a few
deep breaths. Started the car and left the parking lot.
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“Okay,” Georgia said, tapping her phone as I merged onto the
highway. “I just booked us a room at the Marriott and e-mailed
work to let them know TI’ll be here a few days. You want to call
your mom?”

I did, and asked my mother to cover my clients for the next
couple of days. After all, I’'d learned to cook at her side. “Of
course I’ll do it,” Mom said, always glad to be needed. “How’s
your friend? Getting better?” There was the familiar edge of
worry in her voice.

“I hope so0,” I lied. Mom didn’t handle bad news well. “Any-
way, the list of meals is on my computer. Dante can help. He owes
me.” Until my little brother had gotten married six months ago,
I'd fed him at least three times a week for free. “And be super
careful with the Fosters, okay? The father has a shellfish allergy.”

I was a personal chef, the kind who delivered meals to people
too busy to cook, or people who didn’t like cooking. Living in the
wealthy little Westchester County burg of Cambry-on-Hudson
was a godsend; so many people here worked in Manhattan and
appreciated having a delicious meal waiting for them. A lot of
stay-at-home moms used me, too, for those nights when they
needed a little break.

I wondered how Emerson had managed to get her food. From
someone like me? God! The image of her mountainous body . . .
I couldn’t get it out of my head.

Georgia kept tapping her phone. “How does she—never
mind.”

“What are you doing?” T asked.

“Looking up some of the stuff the doctor said. God. Listen to
this. The cardiovascular and pulmonary systems aren’t equipped
to support all that W%l%’lt Ede‘i’lﬁe g I\}Ih t esrsglellmg, no wonder
her skin is so tight. Her skm is literally an open wound, leaking
out all that fluid.”
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I bit my lip, trying not to cry since I was driving.

Georgia continued reading from her phone. “Acute shortness
of breath . . . yep, she’s got that. Diabetes. Kidney failure. Cardio-
pulmonary failure.” She shoved her phone back into her bag and
looked out the window. “We need to lose weight.”

“QOkay, for one, Georgia, I don’t think you need to lose any-
thing. You look almost thin.”

“I think I might have an ulcer.”

Lucky, 1 almost said before her words really sank in. “Shit!
Are you kidding? T thought you were just eating better! You’d
better see a doctor.” My voice shook. “I mean, sure, you and |
have our food issues, but we’re not like Emerson. Why didn’t
she—” My voice broke. “I wish I'd known.”

“Don’t cry. You’re driving. You want me to?”

“I’'m good.”

We were quiet for a minute, then Georgia said, “I’ve never
wanted chocolate cake more in my entire life,” and then we were
sputtering with horrified laughter.

It was our story, after all, the story of so many fat people. Eat
those emotions.

“What’s in the envelope?” T asked.

“We’re not looking at it right now,” Georgia said. “I hope we
never do. Ever.”

“Me too.”

“If she pulls through, we can just give it back to her. Not ‘if.
When. When she gets better.”

“She has plenty of money, right? From her parents? She can
afford the best treatment there is.” I swallowed. “And we’ll be
there for her. We’ll do better.” T was awash in guilt, the curse of
the “Cathohcs. V’(@ l(é(ﬁ% gv]vrl]ltaé éhR/F a%(gﬁ%fhrough. )

No, we don’t, Marley. We’re just . . . normal fat.
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“Have you looked in a mirror lately? You look like you could
shop at J.Crew.” T hoped I didn’t sound jealous.

“Please. Their extra-large is really a small.”

“Banana Republic, then.”

“Maybe.” Georgia turned to look out her window as we
pulled up to the hotel she’d found for us. “Emerson will get bet-
ter,” she said, almost to herself.

Emerson did not get better.

She took a turn for the worse the next day, slipped out of
consciousness. Georgia and [ wept at her side, begging her to
hang in there.

At 3:07 p.m., Emerson Duval died, leaving us with our enve-
lope. One slim envelope, to be opened after her funeral.

Copyrighted Material



CHAPTER 3

Georgia

Here’s something you don’t think about every day: It’s hard to
bury someone as big as Emerson.

We had to get a special casket. A truck was needed to get her
from the hospital to the funeral home, and from the funeral home
to the cemetery, because a regular hearse couldn’t accommodate
her. We had to arrange for a crane to lower her into the grave,
next to her beloved mother. We also had to book eight firefighters
who would get the casket from the truck to the graveside. I won-
dered if some of them were the same ones who’d had to drag
Emerson out of the house on a blanket to get her into the specially
outfitted ambulance when she went to the hospital last week.

How did she get like this? Why hadn’t she asked us for help?
In the two days that followed Emerson’s death, every time we
learned some new, tragically sad fact about Emerson’s life, it was
all T could do not to sob. Marley’s eyes leaked constantly. My
stomach ached like a hot poker was sticking into it. On the up-
side, I wasn’t hunérg

ghte terial
ngt

The day of her funeral starte e wake Marley and I had
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organized. When we arrived at the funeral home, Emerson’s
hatchet-faced caretaker, her cousin Ruth, was already there. The
first thing she said to us, in lieu of any kind of greeting, was, “I
see the boyfriend didn’t show.” She then shook her head disap-
provingly. “That Mica, he was the one who kept bringing her
food.” Ruth glanced back at the enormous casket, the one the
funeral director had diplomatically called the Goliath. Ruth seemed
to be getting a lot of malicious satisfaction out of Emerson’s death.
“Not that she had to eat it, mind you. Look at me. I’ve never
weighed more than a hundred and twenty pounds. Never had
trouble with moderation. I don’t drink, I don’t smoke, I don’t like
sweets. My cousin, she was weak. It was disgusting, watching
how much she’d put away. Mica just sat on her bed, watching her.
It was perverted.”

“But you kept cashing her checks, ’'m guessing,” I said. Ruth
hadn’t been Emerson’s caretaker out of the goodness of her heart.

“Someone had to look after her,” she said, oblivious to the
tone of my comment. “You know how hard it is to bathe a giant
like that? How you have to lift up her stomach to dry under-
neath? That’s not easy, you know. All she did was eat and eat and
eat. She had no self-control. None.”

“Why don’t you shut up?” I said.

Ruth looked confused.

“Stop being a bitch, in other words,” Marley clarified.

“You could lose a little weight yourself,” Ruth said to her.

“I’'m going to punch you in the throat if you don’t knock it
off,” Marley said just as the second guest arrived. Marley turned
to her in relief. So few people were here, we were glad to see any-
one. “Hi. Thanks for coming. I’'m Marley DeFelice, one of Emer-
son’s oldest friends Cfmd thlsh?e%emgia Slolane another old

eria
friend. You are .
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“Bethany. We worked together a while ago. She was really
nice.” The speaker was a beautiful girl, slim as a gazelle, maybe
twenty-six years old.

“She was,” I said.

Guilt razored through me, but I thanked God to see that Em-
erson had at least one person in her life who had appreciated her.
Emerson had told Marley and me about her job a few years
ago . . . a call center. Customer service. She hadn’t mentioned
leaving it. She really hadn’t been in touch much this past year.

In the end, eleven people came to her wake. A few former
coworkers, the nice doctor from the hospital, a nurse, one neigh-
bor and her three daughters, and Emerson’s accountant. Marley
and I greeted each of them in turn, watching their eyes widen at
the size of the casket. The boyfriend, indeed, never did show up.

At the cemetery, it was just Marley, Ruth and me, the firefight-
ers and the funeral director. The crane was parked in full view.
Even in death, it seemed that Emerson would be deprived of
dignity.

“Would anyone like to say a few words?” the funeral director
asked.

Marley was crying too hard to do it. “Emerson was a good,
kind person,” I said, my voice strained with the emotion I didn’t
want to release. Not here. “We had a lot of fun together. We’ll
miss her so much.” Not the best speech, but I couldn’t think of
what else to say.

Ruth sighed, checked her phone and asked if we could go now.

“Whenever you’re ready,” the funeral guy said.

Without a word, she walked to her car.

Marley put her hand on the casket, wiped her eyes and pressed
her lips together (? MaterL

My own eyes were ot and dry. I took a white rose from the
arrangement on the top of the casket—Marley and I had bought
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a huge, beautiful display. I'm so sorry, 1 thought. I'm just so
sorry.

When we got back to Emerson’s house, Ruth was waiting for
us, as was a woman holding a casserole dish in her hands. She’d
been at the wake with her daughters.

“Hi,” Marley said.

“Hello, 'm Natasha. A neighbor,” she said. “I’'m so sorry for
your loss.” She handed me the dish, which was still warm.

“Did you know her well?” I asked.

“No, not really. Hardly at all. She, um . . . well, she stopped
in front of my house once, and we talked a bit. But she didn’t get
out much. Anyway. My daughters and I were very sorry to hear
she’d died. She seemed like a sweet person.”

“Thank you,” Marley said, her voice rough. “You’re very
kind.”

She walked down the street, and Marley and T stood there,
looking at the house for a minute. We’d visited her here once,
about a year after her mother died. She’d lost a lot of weight and
was full of energy . . . and I couldn’t remember when that changed.

At least the house and neighborhood were nice. She’d taken a
lot of pride in this sweet little place.

I tried not to wince at the sight of the destroyed front door as
we followed Ruth inside.

“Can we see her room?” T asked.

“Fine. She had to move to the den when she couldn’t haul
herself up the stairs anymore.” She led us down the hall and
opened a door. A bigger-than-usual door. Marley and T went in,
and Ruth followed.

“Maybe you could give us a minute,” I said.

“Don't take anythingl | hied Material

My jaw locked. “Rut lee us a minute.’

She pursed her lips and stepped out, but stood just outside the
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door, in case Marley and I decided we were in desperate need of
one of the cat statues that Emerson appeared to have collected.

Marley looked at me, her brown eyes wet, a hand over her
mouth. My head ached.

The king-sized bed was a mess of tangled blankets, and a
mountain of pillows. The detritus of the first responders was scat-
tered about—gauze, paper, plastic, a latex glove. In the corner
was the CPAP machine. Clothes that seemed to be the size of
sheets littered the floor.

And then there was the damning evidence . . . a pizza box on
the desk, a couple of empty cereal boxes, a package of Double
Stuf Oreos, a red and white bucket from Kentucky Fried Chicken.

I could hear my brother’s ugly voice in my head letting loose
a tirade of disgust. He hated fat people. Especially his only sibling.

On the bureau, which was reassuringly free from food, was a
picture. Emerson, Marley and me, taken on our last day at Camp
Copperbrook.

We looked so happy. Fat, and happy. Marley looked much the
same, though she no longer wore purple eye shadow. I was laugh-
ing; funny, I never pictured my face in a smile. I'd lost thirty-three
pounds in twelve weeks at camp that summer and could have
passed for chubby, but I'd gone on to gain twenty pounds my
freshman year at Princeton.

Emerson was the biggest, even back then.

I showed the picture to Marley. “Damn it,” she whispered,
wiping her eyes.

I looked out the bedroom window. Emerson had been stuck
in here, in this room, in that body, for the past year. Our friend
had been a prisoner. All she saw of the outside world was through
these windows. ]816 leavesh%n (Ehﬁ/lg <51 (éj that one maple, the
bricks of the nelghbor S house a glimpse of the sky.

I felt the familiar pinch of pain in my stomach.
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Why hadn’t she told us?

I knew the answer: shame.

“Let’s get out of here,” Marley said.

“We’d like to have this,” I told Ruth, holding up the picture.

“Fine.” She put her hands on her skinny hips. “You know, you
two might think you’re high and mighty and ’'m a bitch, but
where’ve you been these last two years?”

Her words struck a nerve. There was nothing left for us to do,
so without another word, we left.

The envelope was in my bag, waiting for us.

It was a long drive home.

Four years ago, I left my job at a Manhattan law firm and became
a nursery school teacher. The change in career also prompted me
to move back to my hometown of Cambry-on-Hudson, New
York, a pretty little city about an hour north of Manhattan, over-
looking the mighty river. I wanted to be closer to my nephew. Oh,
and I’d also gotten divorced.

I’d rented an apartment at first, but as far back as Camp Cop-
perbrook, Marley and I (and Emerson) had talked about living
together. Two years ago, when a place came on the market—a
town house with a caterer’s kitchen in the rental garden apart-
ment—it felt like the universe was telling me something. I called
Marley, who lived with her parents, and described the state-of-
the-art kitchen. “Want to be my tenant?” T asked.

“Hell’s yes, I do,” she said. By the end of the day, it was
official.

Most of the homes on Magnolia Avenue were like mine—
brick or brownstone &)Wﬁl houshetsebdu %ti gl;e Aprn of the twenti-
eth century, many havmg been divided into apartments. The
Romeros had an in-law apartment in their ground-floor unit; the
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Clancys used theirs as a furnished Airbnb rental; Leo the piano
teacher taught out of a garden apartment and lived upstairs with
his girlfriend, Jenny. And, in number 23, Marley and me, just like
the book.

Now, as we crossed the Tappan Zee Bridge on our drive back
from Delaware, I asked, “Didn’t Emerson talk about moving to
New York a couple years ago?” What if Emerson had moved up
here? Would that have saved her? Had she hated hearing that
Marley and I were living together?

“I think that was just talk.” Marley paused. “That was around
Christmas a year and a half ago, so she still would’ve been kind
of ...”

Huge.

“Yeah.”

My stomach puckered and burned as if I’'d swallowed a hot
rock rubbed with jalapefos.

We got off Route 9 and headed into Cambry-on-Hudson,
past the pretty downtown—the Blessed Bean, the coffee place
where I stopped every morning for a double-tall extra-strong
skinny vanilla latte; Bliss, the bridal shop owned by Jenny from
down the street; Cottage Confection, that den of sin and sugar;
and Hudson’s, the newest farm-to-table restaurant, where Mar-
ley and T went sometimes, her brother and his husband often
joining us.

When we pulled onto our street, I said, “Why don’t you come
up and we can read whatever it was she left us, okay?”

“Sure,” said Marley. “I'll bring dinner.”

“You don’t have to.” After the past few days, the last thing I
wanted to do was eat.

“Oh, please. 1‘8 What | ci!ﬂelél 2t t cooIked for five days, and

eria
it’s driving me crazy S e paused. “You could use some food,

besides.”
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I pulled up to the curb. “Okay. I’ll make the martinis.”

We went into our separate doors—mine up the stairs, hers
through the garden gate.

I was greeted by Admiral, my rescued greyhound, age three.

“Hello, handsome,” T said, kneeling down for a snuzzle. He
pushed his wet nose against my neck and wagged, and I ran my
hands over his lean ribs and spine.

Admiral was an elegant gray, a former racing dog. My
fourteen-year-old nephew, Mason, had been taking care of him
while I was gone, and had sent me pictures of Admiral in various
stages of repose. (Ad was basically a couch potato . . . a cat in
dog’s clothing.) Mason adored him, and welcomed the chance to
dog-sit. More than welcomed.

Speaking of my nephew, I had six e-mails from him. These
were in addition to the eight texts and two phone calls since I'd
been in Delaware. All of them sounded painfully upbeat, all vari-
ations on, “Hey, I know you’re away, just wanted you to know I
was thinking of you, can’t wait till you get back, hope you’re not
too sad, love you.”

Mason had a heart as big as the planet.

Somehow, my dickhead of a brother had gotten the world’s
greatest kid. Father and son could not be more different, and
Hunter’s brittle, obvious disappointment in his son kept me up at
night, especially since his mother, my wonderful sister-in-law
Leah, had died when Mason was only eight. But my general con-
stant worry for my nephew had exploded into all-out terror after
what Mason had done last April.

An overdose. Accidental, he said. I wasn’t so sure.

One of the worst things about my divorce had been that Ma-
son lost my husband,é%o. Rafe %gé)fi\e/rl (t)ne.oj the only support-

i efia

ive male role models Mason L% in his l?fe, and I always thought

there had been a special bond between them. But now Mason had
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Marley, who was like an inappropriate aunt and all the more fun
because of it. He had Admiral. My dog, whom I'd only owned a
year, had done more for Mason’s self-esteem than my brother
ever had. And he had me.

I called Mason now, and he answered on the first ring.
“Hey, honey, how’s it going?”

“Hey, G! Are you back?”

“Yeah. It was really sad.”

“I'm so sorry.”

Just those three words made my heart ache. My brother
wouldn’t have been able to say them with a gun to the back of his
head. I couldn’t bear to imagine what Hunter would have said if
he’d seen Emerson.

“Thanks, honey,” I said, clearing my throat. “And thanks for
taking care of Admiral. He said you were an excellent compan-
ion, and he wants you to come over this weekend.”

Mason laughed. “He did, huh? He was also a great compan-
ion.” There was a pause; it was possible my brother was in the
room, and Hunter resented the fact that his son loved me. I was
an embarrassment to my brother. Fat was unforgivable in his
eyes, even though the honest truth was, I was probably in the
normal zone these days. Not that he had noticed. Nor that it mat-
tered in his eyes.

I'd been fat.

“I’ll come by on Sunday,” Mason said.

“Can’t wait. Love you, honey.”

If only T could adopt Mason. But that was a thought I’d had a
million times, and T still couldn’t see a way to do it. My stomach
pain flared again.

Definitely tim&for m:ar'r}i1 iesdu]{ﬁer orng ulcer. T didn’t cook,

opyvri teria
but I made a killer copc}étal . One did not attend the fine learning
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institutions I had—Princeton undergraduate, Yale Law, Univer-
sity of North Carolina graduate school, thank you very much—
without learning to be a skilled mixologist.

Marley knocked a few minutes later, bringing a wilted spinach
salad, braised chicken with a red pepper sauce and quinoa with
almonds and peas. My brain did the mental calorie count . . .
probably 350, 400 calories a serving. Even though I knew Mar-
ley’s kitchen was stocked with good food, I was amazed at how
quickly she had once again put together such a beautiful meal.
“Delicious, nutritious, fast and low cal,” she announced, know-
ing I still obsessed over every mouthful.

When we moved in under the same roof, Marley and I had
made a pact. No food judgment. We’d be living on top of each
other, literally, and the last thing we needed to feel was watched
at home. If one of us had gained weight or lost it, was overeating
or purging, the worst thing we could do was question the other.
The rest of the world took care of that just fine.

I poured her a martini. “To Emerson,” I said, and Marley’s big
brown eyes welled up with tears. I clinked my glass with hers and
took a healthy swig. The vodka burned in my stomach, but to-
night, it was important to have a buzz on.

“To Emerson,” she echoed, the tears sliding down her cheeks.

Under the best of circumstances, enjoying food was hard for
me. Eating with Marley, with her good example of healthy eating
and appetite, was easier. Had been, anyway, until Mason ended
up in the hospital.

Eating with Rafael Esteban Jests Santiago had been pretty
great, too . . . at least at first. My ex-husband and my best friend
were both chefs. Probably not a coincidence.

But tonight I couléonl %%e daMw moufhfuls (though the

ter

vodka went down easﬂy pre ictable thought flashed: Hooray,
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I’'m too sad to eat! Maybe I'll lose some weight! 1 rolled my eyes
at myself and stood up to clear our plates. “Sorry I couldn’t eat
more,” I said. “It was really good.”

“You bet. And you know me. I can always eat. That doesn’t
mean I’m not still heartbroken.”

“I know, hon.”

We cleared the dishes and tidied my kitchen. “Is this new?”
Marley asked as we went into the living room. She pointed to a
print of a rabbit that I'd bought just before we got the call from
Emerson.

“It is. I got it for Admiral. He looks at it all day long, don’t
you, boy?” My dog wagged his tail politely.

“HomeGoods?”

“Marshalls. Same thing. Hey, I was thinking of going to Crate
and Barrel this weekend, if you want to come.”

“I always want to come.”

We just sat for a minute, avoiding reading whatever Emerson
had given us. As some women could talk about clothes, Marley
and I could talk about home decorating, and we shared a love of
the same stores.

To be honest, the town house probably deserved better taste
than I had, with my propensity for bright colors and made-
in-China décor. But the home I grew up in was chilly in both at-
mosphere and temperature. Every room was eggshell or fog or
sand colored, all the furniture muted neutrals. The thermostat
was set at sixty-three “for the sake of the artwork,” Mother liked
to say. Every rug, every sofa, every candlestick and painting had
significance—a vase wasn’t just a vase, it was a signed Carder
Steuben. The rug was an antique Heriz, the painting an Erik
Magnussen, the s&% é}gﬁt&lﬁr{@eﬁrﬁg%ﬁg (which meant it was
ugly and uncomfortable).

As a result, I was a whore for Crate & Barrel, Pier 1 Imports,
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HomeGoods and yes, Ikea—all those cheerful throw pillows and
funky, happy chairs. My mother claimed my house gave her a
headache, but my furniture was comfortable, at least, and the
colors made me happy.

But not tonight.

I poured Marley and myself half a martini more and took
Emerson’s envelope out of my purse.

To be opened after my funeral.

“What do you think is in there?” Marley asked. “Her will?”

“No, a will is a huge document.” I'd kept my law license and
still did some pro bono work. Legal documents were nothing if
not long.

“Well, we promised Emerson we’d do whatever it says.”

I had a feeling it wouldn’t be easy, whatever it was. Admiral
leaped up next to me and curled into his little doggy ball. His
sixth sense for when I needed moral support was perfectly at-
tuned. I stroked his silky ears, then took a deep breath.

“Okay,” I said. “Here goes nothing.”

I opened the envelope carefully. Inside was one piece of paper,
the handwriting girlish and round, just as we had been.

It was our list.

Our list from Camp Copperbrook.

I scanned it, my throat tight, that hot poker digging into the
wall of my stomach.

Obh, Emerson.

I handed the piece of paper to Marley, the memories of that
summer surging.

I’d been friendly 8(ijtlﬁlélirrlnehstoen fmrélt OPira?ther sur.nmers'at
Copperbrook, but it was Marley who made us the Terrible Trio.
That summer was the first time I’d felt normal, away from my
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family, with real friends, breaking the occasional rule, staying up
late, laughing till the bunk beds shook. And on that last day, we’'d
made a list, each of us contributing something, or, in the case of
the last item, mutually agreeing.

“She kept this,” Marley said. “Oh, God, she kept it all these
years.” She put it on the coffee table and drained the rest of her
drink.

Things We’ll Do When We’re Skinny

o Hold hands with a cute guy in public.

o Go running in tight clothes and a sports bra.

o Get a piggyback ride from a guy.

e Be in a photo shoot.

o Eat dessert in public.

o Tuck in a shirt.

o Shop at a store for regular people.

o Have a cute stranger buy you a drink at a bar.

e Go home to meet his parents.

o Tell off the people who judged us when we were
fat.

Promise me, Emerson had said there in the hospital.

“She wants us to do all this? Now?” Marley asked.

“I guess so.”

“Why? That was so long ago. I mean . . . these aren’t exactly
meaningful life achievements for a card-carrying adult.” She was
nervous, fidgeting with the fringe on the pillow. “Get a piggyback
ride?”

“Have you e hac%/ | ]ﬁ%&f T\%a erlal

She gave me the stmk—eye “Any guy who gave me a piggyback
ride would collapse or pop a hernia.”
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“His eyes would explode out of his head,” T said. “Gray mat-
ter would leak from his ears, and his vertebrae would collapse
into powder. Blood everywhere.”

“Bite me,” she said, tossing the throw pillow at me.

I’d never had a piggyback ride, either. It was such a little thing,
and yet so . .. romantic. So normal, the idea that you’d be smaller
than your honey, and he’d be playful and manly, and you’d be
adorable and spontaneous.

Marley cleared her throat. “Let’s go through this list, and see
if any of these things matter anymore. We were just kids when we
wrote it.” She glanced at the notepaper. “Go running in a sports
bra? Who wrote that one? It sure wasn’t me.”

“I did. All those cross-country meets when Hunter was in
high school. My mother dragged me to every one.” I still remem-
bered those girls, so impossibly perfect, so oblivious to the bless-
ings of good health and beauty. I couldn’t take my eyes off them,
even though they ignored me.

Even at age seven, I'd known I’d never look like that.

“The point of putting it on the list,” I said slowly, “was the
idea that someday, I wouldn’t want to . . . you know. Hide.”

“Fat acceptance?” Marley said.

“More like the idea that we could be skinny.”

“Well, shit,” said Marley. “Shit on rye.”

“Don’t make me want carbs,” I said, and we snorted in unex-
pected laughter, which in Marley’s case quickly became tears
again.

I picked up the list. “The privileges of thin people,” I mur-
mured.

Because that’s what it had been. These were the things thin
girls got to do, thmgséhat gz{vere QHL af I{/Ta%}é Ifogllus fatties. The list
was stark and innocent, slashing like an unseen razor with its
yearning . . . and honesty.
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When Rafe took me home to meet his parents, I remember
thinking, I should’ve lost more weight for this.

“Can I see it again?” Marley asked. She studied the paper. I
remembered the notebook—a pink cover with purple peace signs.
Emerson had always been writing in it; she was one of the few
people I knew who kept a diary.

“Actually,” Marley said, “I have had a cute guy buy me a
drink. Gays count, right?”

“I think we were picturing straight guys. Benjamin Bratt, re-
member?” We’d all had that Law & Order addiction.

“Oh, God, I loved him. So Benjamin Bratt has to buy me a
drink? All right. The sacrifices I make.” But I could hear the pain
under her words. She’d had a crush on a guy for the past five
years—one of her brother Dante’s FDNY coworkers—but it had
yet to progress to anything. He was an idiot, in my opinion. Mar-
ley was the best person on earth. So instinctively kind, so funny,
so generous . . . and yes, sure, overweight, but she carried it
well—she’d always had a waist and great boobs. She could get
away with zaftig or Rubenesque.

Not me. I’'d always been fat-fat, like a troll, like an egg. There
was no romantic word for how I was shaped.

““Tuck in a shirt,”” Marley read. Back at Copperbrook, we
had talked about the ultimate skinny girl’s outfit: a pair of jeans
and a white T-shirt, tucked in. She looked at me now. “You could
totally work that, just sayin.”

“With Spanx and a waist trainer and liposuction and black
magic, sure.”

“I’m serious. You look great.”

I shrugged. Whenever I looked in the mirror, which I did only
when necessary, Ié%légiﬁlgﬁfeed a Ie}z\lz%lrllted to.

““Eat dessert in public?” I already do that, so rest easy, Emer-
son,” Marley said, moving on.
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[ didn’t. Thadn’t had dessert in . . . well, since my wedding cake,
probably. I was more of the junk-food type. My first love was salt.

But since Mason’s overdose, accidental or not, food and I had
become even more hateful enemies.

“‘Hold hands with a cute guy in public,”” Marley continued.
“That won’t be a problem. I can run up to a hot guy, grab his
hand and drag him a few yards. Check.”

My ex-husband and I had held hands all the time. And he’d
been extremely hot. I couldn’t count the number of times people
had looked surprised to see us as a couple.

““Tell off the people who judged us when we were fat,”” Marley
read. “Great. We’d have to line them up in a stadium. Can we start
with your asshole brother? “Tell off,” that means stab in the eye,
right?”

“We don’t have to do this,” T said, setting my drink down on
the coffee table. “This is what three teenagers thought would be
the ultimate . . . whatever. It’s not really for adults. We’re thirty-
four. Almost thirty-five.”

Marley lay back and gazed up at the ceiling. “But we prom-
ised Emerson we would. She’ll never get to do these things, G.”
Her voice thickened. “And she kept this list all these years.”

I swallowed, and Admiral put his head on my leg. “I don’t
know. It seems . . . empty, really. And my plate is pretty full these
days. Work and Mason. The FFE.” I did some pro bono legal
work for the Foundation for Female Entrepreneurship, which
gave out business and legal advice and sometimes money for dis-
advantaged women looking to start their own businesses. Couldn’t
let the Yale law degree go completely to waste.

I didn’t see what purpose the list would serve, frankly.

Marley rubbed he& eyes. %e?edll\lilactierstafld ” We sat in si-

eria
lence for a few minutes un 1{ e spoke again. “I'm zonked. Time

for bed.”
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“Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She left, and my apartment felt oddly empty. Like something
was missing from the moment. Unfinished business. I had to
shake myself to close the door after her.

A half hour later, I was soaking in my big, beautiful tub, Ad-
miral curled on the floor next to me. I loved baths. I'd invested in
a gorgeous tub for myself, big enough so I could feel small and
delicate, and tonight, I needed to do something to make myself
feel good. The sadness of Emerson’s funeral had caught up to me.

The list brought up a lot, too. All the misery of being a fat
teenager in America, trying so hard to be invisible, quiet, not to
draw attention to myself.

Still, I’d done stuff. I traveled a little bit, five days here, a week
there. I'd been to Paris and Rome, albeit when I was in college. I
had a great job, all my students hugging me, smiling, offering me
their instant, innocent love. Granted, I made a lot less than when
I was a lawyer, but I could pay my bills, thanks to the inheritance
from my grandmother, and I had a nice investment portfolio cu-
rated by my dad, who managed a big mutual fund. I had a house,
a dog, a nephew. A longtime best friend. I’'d even been in love
once. [ didn’t need to do the things on that list.

Except I'd said I would.

Copyrighted Material



CHAPTER 4

Marley

Be in a photo shoot. (Sort of)

“Please wait while I get my checkbook.”

I closed my eyes and tried not to sigh.

This particular client was a special type of ass pain. Granted,
I was grateful for ass-pain clients, because I charged them more.

But I loved most of my clients. Some saw cooking as too much
of a chore, which was hard for me to understand, since I grouped
sex and cooking in the same category of sensual delight. Others
had food allergies and issues that made food prep difficult. Some
were genuinely too busy. Some just hated it; Georgia admitted to
dry-heaving if she had to touch raw chicken.

Here in the wealthy, charming little town of Cambry-on-
Hudson, a lot liked the status of having a personal chef. Cambry
was just twenty minutes from Yonkers, where I'd grown up, but
a world apart. Here, there were things like equestrian clubs and
preschools with tuitions equaling those of many colleges. So be-
ing able to say you had a personal chef . . . well, people liked
that.

Andso...Salt & Pepperl,grrl?};[ ﬁgly c%'gr?gél?lly, founded by me,
staffed by me and occasionally assisted by my mom and Dante.
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Dinners (and lunches, but mostly dinners) prepared just for you,
according to everything you love and any health considerations
you might have.

My skills went beyond cooking. I was an organizational wiz-
ard. Got celiac disease? Don’t worry; I would never show you a
menu with a speck of gluten on it. Peanut allergy? There’s a coun-
ter I used just for your food. Your kids hate bananas? No worries!
I’ll make sure they get their potassium another way. Dairy nause-
ates you? Good old Marley will take care of you.

I loved it. I loved my clients, even the snooty yoga moms who
pretended they cooked my dinners themselves or treated me like
a serving wench when I did the occasional dinner party. I loved
them because they needed me.

And then there was Will Harding.

I had already put his food on the counter, as I did five nights
a week. Today, he’d chosen grilled salmon, crispy roasted baby
potatoes and a tomato-and-avocado salad. For some reason, he
felt the need to check under the lids, as if I'd topped the salmon
with ground glass instead of kale-almond pesto.

I reminded myself that Will had been one of Salt & Pepper’s
first clients. He used me five times a week; most of my clients
were the one- or three-times-a-week types. Some used me only for
special occasions.

But Will never told me he liked the food, never gave me any
feedback at all. In fact, he barely spoke to me.

I wished Frankie were here. I wished she were my business
partner, my roomie, my best friend. T wished she were standing
next to me, rolling her eyes as Will wrote out his check.

My twin sister had been dead for thirty years, and still, I had
these feelings every F()ig Ej]hteeae Iililtne%’lfél)lr her. company, eve.n
though I barely rememberéd her. The ache of feeling half of a pair
instead of a whole person.
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I sighed, and tried to pull out some of my Keep on the Sunny
Side attitude from the vault in my heart. Sometimes that good
cheer came naturally, and sometimes it was like walking through
tar. It had been harder going than usual since Emerson’s funeral.

How long did it take to write a check for the same amount
every single day?

Wastes my time. I'd started a mental list of Will Harding’s
flaws months ago. And number one on that list was prejudiced
against fat people.

Oh, yes, I noticed the way he scanned me, his face carefully
blank. What? I wore my chef whites with the cute little logo over
my heart—a set of salt and pepper shakers, dancing, little smiley
faces alight with joy. Mason, Georgia’s nephew, had made it for
me on his computer, the clever lad.

But Will gave me that look that we overweight women know
so well . . . the look that said, No, thanks, and also, You're fat . . .
fat being as egregious a sin as being a serial killer of puppies. The
look that said fat was worse than hateful or dishonest or cruel.

Will returned from the back room—TI was only allowed in the
kitchen—and gave me the look now. I forced my face into a smile,
waiting for him to hand over the check.

“That cold sore you had is gone,” he said.

I blinked. An entire sentence! And such a sweet thing to say,
no less. “Yes.”

“Good.” He handed me the check, and I took it, careful not
to let our fingers touch. Once that had happened, and he jumped
back.

Not for the first time, I thought about dropping him. It was a
little creepy, our routine. His whole house was always dark,
shades drawn, only @e counter 1sl&nl\(}l li hts _pn in the kitchen.
Every day, I was let in aPmosg e second I knocked because he
waited for me. Then came the setting down of the bags. The
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verification of their contents. The writing of the check. The dis-
missal.

“Thank you,” he said now, as he did every night. “Good-bye.”

“Enjoy the salmon!” I said with fat-girl jollity. “See you to-
morrow!”

“Thank you,” he repeated. “Good-bye.”

It was always a relief to get out of there. Oh, the house was
fine. Whether or not Will Harding had bodies stashed in his
freezer was another question.

When I got into my car, I took a second to text Camden—Mr.
November in the FDNY calendar. (My darling baby brother was
Mr. April.) Camden worked with Dante and, occasionally, slept
with me.

I loved him, of course.

Just left the serial killer's house, I wrote. Am still alive.

Dante—*“the gay firefighter,” Mom always said, as if she had
more than one firefighter son—had done me one huge favor in his
life, and that was joining FDNY. Sure, sure, saving lives and pro-
tecting property, that was great. More importantly (for me, any-
way) was nearly unlimited access to New York’s Bravest.
Dropping by his firehouse with a pan of eggplant Parmesan or
four dozen cannolis to endear myself to my brother’s coworkers
was one of my favorite activities. Yes, it was exactly as you might
imagine. I’d go into Battalion 11 on the Upper West Side, hear a
chorus of manly voices saying, “Yo, Dante, your sistah’s here!
Heya, Marley, whatcha bring us, hon?”

I really was only there for Camden Fortuno. He was
everything—gorgeous, brave, strong, funny, friendly, gorgeous, a
firefighter, did I mention that? Okay, sure, his name was a little

dopey—there are éhose Italﬁlf]e d”f\lffa]?*évﬁ 2 penchant for picking

out the WASPiest name poss1 ble to pair with their Old Country
last name. My mom didn’t fall prey to that trap—we were Eva,
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my older sister; Dante; Marlena (yours truly); and my twin, Fran-
cesca, aka Frankie, may she rest in peace.

Camden, on the other hand, had a sister named Huntley and
a brother named Wickham.

At any rate, Camden was . . . well. See above. Plus, he was nice.

The three pulsing dots on my phone’s screen told me he was
typing a reply to my text. A second later, it popped up.

Thank God. What are you doing tonight?

My heart leaped. “Be cool, be cool,” T said to myself.

Camden and I had never been on a date. Once in a while, I’'d
go out with my brother, his husband, Louis, and some of the gang
from Battalion 11. That was about as close as a public date as I'd
had with Cam. But in the past five years, we’d nevertheless ended
up back at his place six times, where sexy time had indeed ensued.

Maybe he was asking me out now.

Not much, I typed back. Almost done with my deliveries. What are
you up to?

Working, he wrote back. Have a great night!

Well, shit.

You too! I typed. Considered adding a smiley face, wisely de-
cided against it, clicked off my phone and sighed.

Each time Camden and T had slept together had been after a
party. Each time, Camden had been a little drunk; each time, he’d
asked me not to tell my brother.

Each time made me love him all the more. Don’t judge me.

But being a twin without a twin is like having a hole in your
heart. Even though Frankie and I had been only four when she
died, I was meant to be half of a pair. Small wonder that I latched
onto friends the way I did, leaped at the chance to be Georgia’s
tenant,' visited my br(&léeﬁ )Eﬁléﬁ]% we a%zélllféllmy older sister to
check in (not that she ever calle
passing puberty, I'd been on the prowl for a husband.

cFme rst). And yes, ever since
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