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  Dedication



 

            I dedicate this novel to all the chubbys like myself who have swallowed every diet pill and herb that’s come on the market—joined every weight loss center that promises fast weight loss—and has taken off hundreds of pounds in their life-time, but still has 40 more pounds to take off.

            I hope you enjoy reading Do I Flaunt My Fat, or Jump Off a Bridge?

            I can be reached at bbcarter8838@aol.com

—A.R. Alan

 

 

 






  Chapter One: DINNER WITH MAMA



 

 

            “Shirley Moskovitz, don’t you keep telling me to call you Sabina Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, or whatever, Miss Smarty Pants. To me you’ll always be Shirley, the girl that I suffered for 26 long hours of back-breaking labor to kvetch out of my tortured body. So don’t you forget it. Do you hear me?” Mama ranted, pointing her arthritic finger at me.

            “Ma, when I was twenty-eight, I legally changed my name. Remember? Give it up already, will you?”

            “You’re so smart. Wait till you have a daughter. Then you’ll see how it feels when she tells you that the name you gave her isn’t good enough for her.”

            I groaned and tried to walk past her. I wanted to hide out in my room, but Mama wasn’t done with her usual lecture. Not by a long shot. She grabbed my arm, and stuck her face right up to my nose.

            “And, Shirley, if you tell me one more time that you want to move out of here, I’ll give myself a heart attack. Then you’ll lose this wonderful two-bedroom rent-controlled, apartment that everyone in New York would kill for.”

            I stepped back, stuck my hands on my hips, and looked at Mama’s plump face, which grew redder by the moment. “Mama, how could I possibly forget how you suffered? You’ve been telling me about my birth ever since I can remember. And how can I forget how you raised me all alone after Papa got squashed by an elephant, when you took me to the circus at Madison Square Garden? And this apartment? How can I forget how lucky I am to be living in this rent-controlled apartment that everyone and their uncles would kill for? You keep reminding me every goddamn time I say I want to get a place of my own.”

            “I’m warning you, Shirley. You’re going to give me a heart attack if you keep this up. Then I’ll die, and if you’re living in your own facockta place, you’ll lose this bargain and live to regret it. Show me some respect. That’s all I ask. Is it too much for you to do, after everything that I’ve done for you?”

            It made no sense to argue with Mama when she was laying her Jewish guilt trip on me. The stubborn old fool might actually give herself a heart attack, just to scare the crap out of me. Instead of continuing to argue with her, I walked into my small bedroom, slammed the door, and took one of the many giant-sized chocolate bars out of my night table drawer. I ripped the paper off and took a giant bite, hoping it would ward off a nervous breakdown. Chocolate always calmed me down. Chocolate, Rich’s frozen éclairs, anything sweet, gooey, and fattening.

            What’s the sense? I thought, lying down on my bed and taking another huge bite out of the bar. Where would I go if I moved out of here? Rents in New York are sky high, and my lousy bookkeeping job at Diddles, Diddles, and Maloney’s Modeling Agency pays me bubkis, zilch, next to nothing.

            My cell phone rang. I got off the bed and pulled it out of my handbag, which was hanging from the rocking chair—the rocking chair that my mother had received when I was born, the pink rocking chair with cute little hand-painted bunnies and kittens painted across the top of it—the rocking chair that I begged her to let me get rid of so I could buy a comfortable chair for my room.

            I sat down on the bed again and clicked on the phone. “Hello,” I said, gulping down the mouthful of chocolate.

            “It’s me,” my best friend, Susan, burst out. “Guess what?”

            I wasn’t in the mood for one of Susan’s “Guess What” games, but I played along with her like I usually did. “You won the lottery and you’re going to give me half of the money.”

            “Better than that. Arthur proposed last night. We’re getting married this coming June.”

            The chocolate bar dropped from my hand onto the bed. My last and only friend was deserting me. She was off to live in a house in the suburbs with the white picket fence, and she’d invite me over so I could give her a house warming gift, and then I’d never hear from her again, just like all of my other married girlfriends. “That’s great,” I lied. “Congratulations.”

            “Will you be a bridesmaid? All of the other girls already said they would.”

            Shit! She asked the other girls before me. Some friend she is. “I don’t know. I’d look terrible in one of those ruffled dresses with the balloon sleeves and bustle backs. And my boobs will fall out if I wear one of those clingy, new-styled gowns with the thin spaghetti straps. I don’t know, Susan. I really don’t know. Let me think about it.”

            “Come on, Sabina. I need you to even out the number of girls in my wedding party.”

            “I’ll spoil your pictures. Why don’t you ask one of the girls in your office,” I said, furious that I was only being asked so she’d have enough girls in her bridal party.

            “Please,” she begged. “You can pick the dress. Just make sure that it’s a lemon yellow.”

            “Lemon yellow?” I mumbled. My scale tipped 247 pounds this morning. I’ll look like a giant grapefruit next to the other anorexic bridesmaids, who’ll look like slim bananas sidling down the aisle beside me.

            “Sabina, please. Pretty please,” she begged again, in that nauseating, whining voice that always made me cringe.

            I gave in. “Oh, alright.”

            “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I’ll talk to you later.” She hung up. I wanted to throw the phone against the wall, I was so angry at myself.

            You did it again, you stupid, weak fool. Why didn’t you just tell her outright that you didn’t want to be a bridesmaid? Are you so desperate for friends that you’ll do whatever they want? Susan only calls you when she needs something.

            I laid the phone on the bed, walked over to my dresser mirror, and slid my thick glasses higher on the bridge of my nose. I hated the image that stared back at me. “Shirley, you’re a fat, disgusting blob. Your ugly brown hair is straight as sticks no matter what you do to it. You can barely see out of your brown eyes—they look like the sorry eyes of a cow. To top that off, your personality definitely sucks. Lemon yellow? There’s no way you can wear lemon yellow. Somehow you’ll have to find a way to get out of going to that wedding, even if you have to break a leg.”

            “Shirley! Supper’s ready. Get in here. The canasta ladies will be here soon. I want to get the dishes put away before they come. Hurry up,” Mama called out.

            “If I eat enough of Mama’s potato latkes, maybe I’ll bust before I have to go to the damn wedding.” I told my drab reflection. “At least that way I won’t have to break one of my legs, lie in a hospital, and eat their disgusting, tasteless food.”

            “Shirley! I’m waiting!”

            Mama was standing at the stove when I walked into the kitchen and sat down at the small café table. I looked at her in her tent-like, flowered, cotton dress, one of many similar dresses that she always wore to conceal her well-rounded figure. I cringed. Shit! If I don’t explode from Mama’s cooking, I’m gonna look just like her.

            “It’s about time you got your tuchus in here,” she complained, dropping the greasy, fried latkes onto a plate and then bringing the plate over to me.

            Mama’s potato latkes were to die for. The smell of fried onions and garlic made my mouth water, so I forgot about looking like Mama. I spooned dollops of thick sour cream on top of the tasty, mouth-watering cakes, then dug into them like I hadn’t eaten in years. As I reached for the plate to help myself to a fourth serving, the front door opened and one of Mama’s canasta ladies announced her arrival.

            “Hello, Shirley,” Honey Schwartz said, sitting across from me. “So what’s new?”

            “Same shit, different day,” I answered, the four-foot, ten-inch, skinny, eighty-something year-old whose white hair was so thin, I could see her pink scalp through it. I crammed the last latke into my mouth, before the old lady could reach for it.

            “Shirley, watch that mouth of yours,” Mama snapped, dropping three more sizzling-hot latkes onto the empty plate in the center of the table.

            “Leave her alone. She didn’t say anything dirty,” Honey defended me. When she took a latke and bit into it, her dentures clacked together.

            “Ma, go play cards. I’ll clean up,” I said, opening my belt so I could eat some more.

            “We can’t play. Inge and Bella aren’t here yet,” Mama answered, taking my plate off the table and heading toward the sink.

            I grabbed another latke before she removed that plate as well.

            “Bella’s shuffling the cards in the living room, but Inge’s not playing tonight,” Honey clacked. “I thought you were getting someone to fill in for her.”

            “How could I get someone to fill in for her, if I didn’t know she wasn’t coming?” Mama snipped.

            “Shirley, Mom-a-la, do you have a date tonight?” Honey asked.

            “She never has a date,” Mama answered for me.

            I wanted to puke up all the greasy latkes I had just eaten, so Mama would have to mop the damn floor—the floor that she mopped every day religiously so her friends would keep telling her, “Your house is so clean, Bessie, we could eat off your floors.”

            “You’ll fill in for Inge, won’t you?” Mama said, staring at me, knowing damn well that I never refused to fill in for one of her cronies when they didn’t show up for a game.

            “No dates?” Honey repeated, pouring salt on my wounds.

            I loved the sweet, old woman, and her kooky outfits always made me want to laugh. Tonight, Honey was wearing a size one or size two, body-hugging, hot-pink jumpsuit with a chain-link belt around her non-existent waist. Oversized, double-hooped earrings hung from her ears and brushed against her scrawny shoulders every time she moved her head. And hanging around her turkey-like neck, she wore six or seven silver and gold necklaces that looked so heavy I could hardly believe she wasn’t doubled over from their weight.

            “Shirley, why don’t you get a computer and get onto one of those dating services,” Honey said with a wide smile. “My niece Marcy got onto one of those match-up things, and in a month she met a guy and got engaged. It works. Try it. What have you got to lose?”

            “Why would I want to get married?” I threw out, staring at Mama as I said it. “If I got married, I’d lose out on getting this rent-controlled, two-bedroom, two-bathroom apartment that people would kill to get into.”

            “You’re so smart,” Mama sneered. “Get a husband. I’ll move into the Jewish Home for the Aged.”

            Honey put her hand over her heart. “What? If you moved away, we wouldn’t have a fourth for our canasta game.”

            I smiled. “You promise, Ma?”

            Mama stared at me. Her hands clutched her oversized hips. “You are so ungrateful. A good daughter would ask me to live with her and her husband, but not you. You’d rather see me go into that old age home, wouldn’t you, Shirley?”

            I sighed. There was no winning my case with my mother, but I wouldn’t let her have the last word. “Tell you what, Ma. If I get married, I’ll live here with my husband and I’ll find you a nice little condo in Florida. Then you can come to visit hubby and me in the hot summer. How does that sound?”

            Mama’s eyes narrowed to thin slits. I knew she was boiling mad and would have exploded if Honey wasn’t sitting in the kitchen.

            “In fact, Ma, I’ll get you into a nice two-bedroom condo in Florida, and the canasta girls can stay with you all winter. That way, the game won’t have to break up.”

            Honey jumped up all excited, and her necklaces jangled. “That’s a wonderful idea. I hate winters in New York. Bessie, the girls and I would love to spend the winters with you down in Florida. We can play canasta morning, noon, and night, and call in for Chinese and Italian food when we get hungry, instead of fussing in the kitchen.”

            “Are you crazy,” Mama barked. “I’m kosher. Did you forget?”

            “So you won’t keep kosher down in Florida. God’ll forgive you for straying after sixty-seven years of being good and pious.”

            “God’ll—”

            I quickly cut into the kosher debate that could go on and on forever. “Well, Ma? Should I buy a computer and get on one of those dating services? Do you want to live in Florida and have the canasta girls stay with you for the winter?”

            If Mama’s eyes could have killed me, I’d be dead in the middle of her immaculate kitchen—the kitchen that she scoured with Comet and Brillo each and every day, just in case the Queen of England dropped by to sample some of her brisket of beef.

            “Buy the computer. Get a husband. And then we’ll talk,” she finally managed to get out. “Now, let’s go in the living room and play a little cards.”

 






  Chapter Two: DIDDLES, DIDDLES, AND MALONEY’S MODELING AGENCY



 

 

            It was still pouring outside when I got to work Tuesday morning, and my mood was as dark and thunderous as the clouds outside. I tried to flag down a cab rather than wait for a bus, but getting a cab in New York on a rainy day was always impossible, so I stood on the corner and waited for a crowded bus. Most New Yorkers would take the subway and not wait in the rain for a bus, but not me. I got mugged by a gang of sixteen-year old thugs, so hell would have to freeze over before I’d try the subway again. When the bus didn’t show up, I walked the fourteen long blocks to my office. It didn’t take long for the wind to whip my umbrella inside out and render it useless. I tossed the twisted wreck into a metal trashcan on the corner, and trudged through the flooding streets. The driving rain ran down the neck of my raincoat, soaking the top half of my navy dress, and my shoes and stocking were drenched by the time I reached my office on 59th Street and 6th Avenue.

            I headed straight to the ladies room and into one of the stalls when I got up to the third floor, thankful the bathroom was empty. Actually, wet or not wet, I always stopped in the ladies room before going to my desk, so I could pull up my panty hose. I hated panty hose. It didn’t matter that I bought the largest size available. The stupid things always crept down as I walked, until the crotch was down around my knees and there were wrinkles around my thick ankles.

            “Sabina? Are you in there?” Mary O’Reilly, the office gossip, called out the moment she stepped into the lady’s room.

            “Be right out,” I answered, tugging the waistband of my pantyhose higher.

            “Did you hear the latest?” she said in a near whisper.

            I opened the stall door and walked out. Mary was leaning against the sink, waiting to spill the beans on who was doing what in our firm.

            “Maloney broke up with Cheyenne what’s-her-name.”

            I placed my handbag and raincoat on the counter, turned the faucet on, and washed my hands. “So what else is new?”

            “I thought he was crazy about this one.”

            I pulled a piece of paper out of the dispenser and dried my hands. “The only one that conceited jerk is crazy about, is himself,” I said.

            “But she was gorgeous. Prettier than all the other models he’s taken out.”

            “They’re all gorgeous,” I mumbled, retrieving my bag and coat. “Maloney eats those models up, and then spits them out when he’s had enough of them. Any woman who gets involved with that conceited asshole deserves what she gets.”

            Mary was about to answer me when the door opened again.

            “Morning,” Gina, Mr. Diddles Junior’s secretary greeted.

            “Did you hear about Maloney?” Mary asked her, ignoring me.

            I walked out of the bathroom and headed down the long hall, my panty hose starting to slip again.

            Models? Sure they’re gorgeous. Half of them have nose jobs, breast implants, and silicone pumped-up lips, just like those beauty contestants in the Miss USA and Miss America Pageants, I thought. If it wasn’t for their surgical help, where would those girls be and what would they look like? Nasty, nasty, Shirley. You know some of them are really beautiful. You’re just jealous. You’d love to have those long limbs. And you’d love to get into one of those tube tops and a pair of short-shorts with a tight little ass peeking out.

            “Miss Sunday, I need those figures I asked you for yesterday,” Mr. Diddles Senior. called out as I was passing his office.

            I stopped walking and looked in. “I’ll bring the file right in.”

            “Good girl. Everyone should be as quick and efficient as you.”

            I nodded and continued on to my office at the end of the hall. Office? Not really. The room I was assigned to do my bookkeeping in was no larger than a small walk-in closet. It had no window, no heat, no air-conditioning. Just a gray metal desk, two scratched, gray metal filing cabinets, a desk chair that squeaked and groaned when I sat on it, and a nail I had banged into the wall to hang my coat on.

            Shirley, take the goddamned CPA test already. You can pass it with flying colors. Then you can get a decent job that’ll pay you what you’re worth.

            I hung my wet raincoat on the nail, walked the four steps over to my desk and plunked my soggy behind down on the chair. Another day, I thought, staring at the small framed picture of a wild horse that sat on the corner of my desk. I’d give anything if I could be as wild and free as you for only one day, you beautiful beast. But that’s not about to happen, until I pay off my student loan and get out of Mama’s clutches.

            I clicked on my computer, unlocked my desk, then opened the bottom right drawer and pulled out a pair of dry shoes, shoes that I had bought at a thrift store. Actually, I bought most of my clothes in thrift stores to save a few bucks. Who knows, some day I might actually get enough nerve to leave Mama’s place and move into an apartment of my own, even if it is only a studio.

            Mary poked her head into my room. “Want to do lunch today?”

            I hated going to lunch with skinny Mary. All she ever ordered was a plate of lettuce and a couple of glasses of water with wedges of lemon in it, leaving me feeling like a pig when I ordered a hamburger smothered in fried onions with a double side of French fries or potato salad.

            “I think I’ll call in for something if this rain keeps up,” I answered.

            “If you change you mind, let me know,” she said. Busybody Mary took off down the hall, and a moment later I heard her ask one of the other women if they’d like to join her.

            Two minutes later, Diddle Sr. walked into my office. The short, balding man scanned my office. “This office is rather small,” he mumbled. “How long have you been working for me?”

            “Five years, three months, and seven days, but who’s counting?” I joked, rising from my chair. “I was just going to bring the folder into your office, sir.”

            “You don’t have another chair in here?”

            I stepped around the desk. “Why don’t you sit in mine and I’ll find a folding chair?”

            He scratched his head. “No, that’s alright. Come into my office, Sabina. I’ll shut the door and we’ll talk in there.” He walked out and I stared after him.

            I’ll shut the door? I wonder what that’s about. I pulled the manila folder that Senior wanted out from the top file cabinet drawer, then shoved the drawer shut with a clunk. He’s never, ever stepped into my office before. And what’s so important about those figures? We’ve had this cosmetic account for ages. I know I’ve told him that the profits have been steadily declining, but that’s because the expenses have been steadily rising. Is he going to question me about how his son is handling that account? And if he does, what do I tell him? You’re gay son’s expenses are due to his wining and dining all of the male models, so he can lure them into his bed? Shit! Who needs this crap? Doesn’t the man realize his son is as gay as a three dollar bill and hitting on every man who walks into this agency? And what about his other partner, Maloney? How do I tell him that he’s padding his expenses to screw around with all the female models?

 






  Chapter Three: WAR IS DECLARED AT THE OFFICE



 

 

            Diddles Senior was on the phone when I entered his office, but he motioned for me to shut the door and then sit in the chair facing his desk.

            “Yes…Yes…Yes,” he said frowning. “You know I love you, Poopsy Woopsy. Yes…Yes, I realize you put that event together… Yes, I know you’re one of the chair persons, but I still don’t want to go to that dinner and have to sit there being bored to death for five or six hours.”

            He leaned back in his chair. When I realized my boss was on a personal call, I started to rise so I could leave the room, but he motioned for me to remain seated. I had no choice but to listen to the rest of his conversation.

            “Marjorie, the charity is a worthwhile one,” he told his wife. He shook his head and stared at the pen he was twisting between in his fingers. “Saving the prairie dogs is tops on my list, next to saving the timber rattle snake. Yes…Yes…I’ll give them a nice check, but… but…Well, if that’s the way you feel…Yes, I’ll go. Talk to you later, my love. Bye.” He placed the phone on the receiver, then stared at it for a moment before he looked over at me.

            “That was my wife,” he sighed.

            I smiled.

            “Marjorie’s a good woman, but going to all of her charity events are driving me crazy.”

            I didn’t say anything. What could I say to a man who called his wife Poopsy Woopsy?

            Senior shifted his attention to me. He smiled and the corners of his eyes wrinkled. “Five years, three months, and seven days, you’ve worked for this firm? Would you happen to know how many hours and minutes should be added on to that?”

            I looked at my watch. “I think I’d have to get my calculator for that,” I said evenly.

            Senior started to laugh. “I like that answer, young lady. It means you have a lot of sauce in you, besides being very smart and very efficient. And I want you to know, I don’t give compliments very often. I’ve been watching you, Sabina.”

            I stared at him, waiting for him to go on.

            “You come to work early, and you usually leave late. Something none of the others who work in this agency do. They’re nine to fivers, and that’s it. Not like when I first started out. I worked eighteen hours a day, seven days a week, to get this agency where it is today.”

            I stared at my impeccably dressed boss. He wore an expensive, custom-made gray suit, and a gray and burgundy striped tie that had to have cost a fortune. I waited for him to say what he wanted to say, dreading what had to be said behind a closed door.

            “I like your work ethics, young lady, and I find that your work is always accurate. Besides all that, I know you’re not part of the gossip grapevine running around this office, and that’s important to me.”

            My mouth dropped open when he acknowledged the grapevine, but I didn’t reply.

            Senior placed his elbows on the desk, clasped his hands together, and then laid them on the desk in front of him. “Sabina, I may not come out of my office too often, but I keep my ear to the door and know most of what’s going on in my business.”

            I nodded and continued to wait.

            “For instance, I know that you strongly advised my partners not to sign the Billingsworth Shoe contract while I was out of town, because you discovered their company was ready to file for bankruptcy. I also know that my son and Maloney were going to sign it anyway. And they would have, if you hadn’t threatened to call me in England.”

            “Anyone would have done that,” I answered. “It’s part of my job.”

            “Not everyone would have done that. I understand you spent a lot of personal time checking into that matter, and because of your efforts, this firm was spared a great financial loss. Sabina, I appreciate your efforts to protect this firm, even after taking a lot of flak from my two partners. Thank you.”

            “No need to thank me, sir,” I answered, knowing that I was blushing. “I’m glad I could help.”

            I handed him the folder. “These are the figures on the cosmetic account that you asked to see.”

            He opened the folder and scanned the pages quickly. “Seems the bottom line is, we’re taking more money into this account, but the profits are declining.” He looked up at me. “What’s the solution?”

            I pushed my glasses higher on the top of my nose, and tried to remain calm as I answered him. “Expenses are getting out of hand. You’re going to have to control the personal expenditures to realize any profits.”

            Senior leaned back in his leather chair and steepled his fingers under his chin. “How do you suggest we do that?”

            I took a deep breath. “Put a cap on everyone’s expenses. You need to examine the monthly receipts, which you haven’t done in the past. Make sure that each receipt has a client’s name on it, and the purpose for the expenditure. In fact, I would add that all expenditures have to be approved prior to being incurred, or they won’t be reimbursed by the firm.”

            “I see,” he said, jerking forward in his seat. “That’s what I’d call a very diplomatic answer. An answer that says some people in this firm are padding their expenses, without your naming names.”

            I looked down at my clasped hands lying in my lap, while my heart thumped against my chest.

            “Here,” he said, holding the folder out toward me. “I’ve seen enough.”

            I reached for the folder.

            “That’s a terrible office you’re working in.” He rose and headed toward the door.

            I got up and followed him, but remained silent.

            Senior opened the door to his office and walked out. “Miss Grant,” he called to his personal secretary who was sorting a pile of folders on her desk.

            The plump, matronly woman looked up. “Yes, Mr. Diddles.”

            “Miss Grant, please see that Sabina, uh—.” He turned to me.

            “Sabina Sunday,” I filled in, knowing how mixed up this man always got after speaking with his wife.

            “Miss Grant, please see that Miss Sunday is immediately transferred to the vacant office next to mine.”

            “Yes, Mr. Diddles,” Miss Grant replied, scribbling her boss’s order down on a lined yellow pad.

            I brought the folder up to my chest, but still didn’t say anything.

            Senior looked at me again. “Sabina, give yourself a fifty-dollar a week raise,” he said, smiling. “And notify personnel that it’s to start this week.”

            My mouth dropped open, and I nearly dropped the folder on the floor.

            “Sabina, work up a memorandum pertaining to the matter we just discussed, and show it to me when your done.”

            “I will, I will,” I gushed. “And thank you, sir.”

            Senior smiled, a smile that should have warned me of the storm that was about to break out in the office. “Sabina, I’m giving you the full authority to review and approve all expenditures.”

            A lump formed in my throat, and my feet nearly collapsed beneath me. “Excuse me?”

            Mr. Diddles, who’s a head shorter than I am, stared up at me. “Make sure that your memorandum says that all expenses have to be approved by you, before they are incurred, or they will not be reimbursed. Is that clear?”

            I swallowed the lump. “Very clear. I’ve now been promoted to be an Expense Monitor. Thank you very much, sir. I’ll do my best, sir.”

            Senior chuckled softly. “I like that. An Expense Monitor. You have a good sense of humor, Sabina. We’re going to get along fine. Mind you, I know my son and other partner are going to give you a lots of flak, but don’t let it worry you. I own fifty-one percent of this firm, so I’ll back you one hundred percent.” He turned and walked back into his office, mumbling, Expense Monitor and laughing at what I knew was going to be the beginning of a nightmare.

            “You poor dear,” Miss Grant whispered. “Junior and Maloney are not going to like this one bit.”

            I took a deep breath. “Neither do I.”

            “You’d better prepare yourself, Sabina. Those two are going to give you a hard time, a very hard time. I don’t envy you one bit, my dear.”

            I smiled down at her. “Looks like war has just been declared at Diddles, Diddles, and Maloney,” I mumbled. “Guess I’ll have to buy myself a bullet-proof vest.”

            Two hours later, the contents from my old office were installed in my new office. Although I loved the new room, I dreaded my elevated position in the firm. The office was four times the size of my previous office, and it even had a double-sized window in it. I walked over to the window and looked out. Traffic below was heavy, and it was still raining outside.

            You got a fifty-buck raise, I told myself. That’s two hundred more a month. If you stash it in the bank, you’ll be able to pay off the student loan in no time at all.

            “What do you mean that fat sausage has to approve my expenses?” Maloney shouted from Senior’s adjoining office. “I’m a partner in this goddamned firm. You’re treating me like a stranger, a goddamned employee!”

            Fat sausage? He called me a fat sausage? For the first time in my life, I was so burning, hot, angry, that my limp hair actually frizzed.

            I heard the door of Senior’s office slam shut.

            “You!” Maloney shouted, stomping into my office.

            I turned around and clenched my hands at my sides.

            “You did this!” he stormed, totally enraged.

            I looked at him. I was seething inside, but I didn’t answer.

            “You won’t get away with this! I’ll have your fat ass out in the street in no time at all. Just you wait and see.”

            Fat ass was the final insult. I wanted to pick up my chair and throw it at the bastard. Instead, I smiled and sweetly said, “Really?”

            Maloney’s shapely lips dropped open at my one word reply.

            His stunned expression egged me on. “I wouldn’t count on your being able to get me thrown out. In fact, Mr. Maloney, I think you should start being very nice to me, or you’re not going to get any of your expenses approved by this… this… what did you call me? Oh, yes, a fat sausage.”

            I thought the man’s blue eyes would pop out, and I could almost see the steam rising from his ears.

            “And, Maloney,” I said, refusing to add the salutation of Mr. to his name. “Please don’t slam the door on your way out,” I said, squaring my shoulders and standing straighter. “You don’t want to make me any angrier than I already am, or I just might have to review your past expenses and charge them back to you.”

            Maloney stared at me for a moment, started to say something, but changed his mind.

            “Oh, and please make an appointment when you want to see me,” I added with a malicious grin, a grin that made his face redden.

            After Maloney left and slammed the door shut, I sat in my chair. I was shaking from anger and horrified that someone else in the office might have overheard him call me a fat sausage. A few moments later I called Mama. I needed to hear a friendly voice. Even if she found something to argue with me about, I knew Mama loved me.

            “Hello, Mama.”

            “Sabina? What’s wrong? You never call me from work.”

            “Nothing’s wrong,” I said, setting the horse’s picture on the corner of my desk. “I just got a promotion and a raise, and I wanted to tell you about it.”

            “That’s wonderful. I’ll make us a special dinner and we’ll celebrate.”

            Dinner? More potato latkes? “No, Ma. I won’t be home for dinner.”

            “Why not?”

            “I’m going to join Jenny Craig and start on a diet.”

 






  Chapter Four: THE WAR IN MAMA’S HOUSE


 

 

            If I thought the impending war in the office was going to be bad, it was nothing compared to what awaited me when I got home that evening. Mama rushed into the hallway the minute I stepped into the apartment.

            “What have you got in those two shopping bags?” she snapped, her hands on her hips.

            “My food for the week,” I answered, walking toward her.

            Mama stretched her arms across the kitchen doorway, to block me from entering the kitchen. “You can’t bring that food into this house.”

            “It’s vegetarian. There’s no meat in any of it, so it’s kosher,” I said, stepping around her.

            Mama followed me into the kitchen. “What’s the matter? My food’s not good enough for you, just like the name I gave you isn’t good enough for you, Shirley? You should be happy we have food. There are people in Europe who are starving.”

            I set the bags on the kitchen counter and turned to my mother. “You’re food’s delicious. The best, Ma. I’ve just decided to go on a diet.”

            “You don’t need a diet. You’re young and you’re healthy, thanks to what I feed you. Why are you going to eat that garbage? It has chemicals in it that’ll get you sick.”

            “There are no chemicals in any of this food. I checked it out before I bought it.”

            Mama grabbed one of the boxes out of a shopping bag and looked it over. “There’s not enough food in this pasta dish to feed a cockroach. You won’t be able to do it. You’ll see.”

            I got very angry, but instead of smothering my anger like I usually did with a snippy answer, I let it all out. “Don’t tell me that I can’t do it! I will do it! And stop telling me about the starving people in Europe, and how your parents struggled to feed you during the Depression. I am going on a diet. And I am going to lose weight whether you want me to or not.”

            Mama laughed. “We’ll see. I’ll bet you anything that you won’t be able to keep your hands off my apple strudel tonight, or the potato kugel that’s baking in the oven.”

            I wanted to cry. I wanted to shout out the insult I was given in the office. I wanted to tell Mama that it was her latkes and her potato kugels that had turned me into the fat sausage of a woman that I was, a fat woman no one asked out for a date, a woman who hated looking at herself in a full-length mirror, a woman who was going to have to wear a lemon-yellow, ruffled, or worse yet, a skimpy straight line dress that would make her stand out from all the skinny bridesmaids. But I swallowed my hurt, and I swallowed my angry words. Instead, I silently tucked the Jenny food boxes into the freezer and refrigerator, and then went into the bedroom to change out my work clothes.

            I stripped down, then pulled an old pair of sweat pants and faded shirt out of the closet-pants and a shirt that I had cut the size 2-X labels out of, just like I cut all the labels out of my clothes as soon as I got them home from the store. God forbid someone saw the large size I was wearing; I’d die.

            “Where you going?” Mama asked, as I passed her in the hallway.

            “For a walk.”

            “What if we need you to fill for the card game tonight?”

            “Feed your friends the kugel and strudel until I get back,” I answered, and walked out of the apartment.

            It had finally stopped raining when I left the building, but the streets were still filled with puddles, and there was a biting chill in the air which promised a very cold winter. I started walking down Seventy-Third Street at a brisk pace, scooting around passersby and an assortment of dogs—dogs that were being walked so they could spritz their urine on everything in sight, and then leave mounds of disgusting poop on the sidewalk for people like me to step in.

            I need to walk. I need to walk. I need to walk, I repeated over and over again in my mind with each step I took. The woman at the diet center said exercise is very important to get a greater weight loss. I need to walk at night when I get home from work. And I need to take a lunch hour and walk in the afternoon. What about getting a computer? I’ll get it and check out the dating services, but I won’t join one of them until I take off at least twenty-five pounds. Twenty-five pounds sounds reasonable. I’ll do it. I’ll show Mama, and all the rest of them, that this fat sausage can melt down to look like a human being. I’ll show them. And I’ll make Maloney eat his rotten words. Just wait and see.

            “Watch out!” someone snapped, as I almost tripped over their dog’s leash.

            “Sorry,” I mumbled, moving on. I waited for the light to change. When it did, I headed across the street.

            What are you going to do about Maloney and Junior? I’m going to do my job, that’s what. If their expenses are legitimate, I’ll approve them. If not, screw them. I don’t care if I do get canned. I have a few bucks in the bank, and I’ll sign up to collect unemployment checks. If it’s meant to be that I get fired, I’ll take the time to study for the CPA exam and then take it.

            “Hey! Watch it!” a ragged-looking bag lady shouted, as I bumped into her overflowing shopping cart.

            “Sorry,” I mumbled, walking on, my pace slowing down a bit.

            I passed a Carvel ice cream store, and my salivary glands went into overdrive, but I kept walking. The tantalizing aroma coming out of the pizza store, and the garlic smell seeping out from the Chinese restaurant on the next corner got my stomach growling, but I kept walking.

            Keep going, I told myself. You can do it. Twenty-five pounds and you’ll join a computer dating service and find your soul mate. And when you plan your beautiful wedding, you’ll make all of your so-called friends wear those horrid bridesmaid dresses, just like they made you wear. That’ll show them.

            I was panting and almost out of breath and I hadn’t walked more than the twenty-block mile, when I decided to turn around and head back home. You’ll walk farther and faster tomorrow, I promised myself, hoping I’d make it back home without falling dead on the sidewalk. If Rocky could turn himself into a winner, so can I.

            When I opened the apartment door, Mama called out. “Shirley? Is that you? The girls and I are waiting for you.”

            The three women were in the living room, waiting for me to be their fourth in their nightly canasta game. “I’ll just grab a quick bite and be right with you.”

            “Hear you’re on a diet,” Honey said. “Be careful you don’t get sick. Skinny girls are always getting sick. I should know. I’m always running from one doctor to another.”

            “If I get sick, will you visit me in the hospital?” I joked.

            “Sure,” Honey laughed. “The girls and I will bring the cards to the hospital and we can play there.”

            “That’s not funny,” Mama said. “Shirley, eat your facockta diet food, and let’s get started already. It’s getting late.”

            I walked into the kitchen, took a box of Jenny’s frozen lasagna out of the freezer and popped it into the microwave oven for four minutes. While that was heating, I washed a half a head of lettuce off, shredded it into a bowl, then squeezed a whole fresh lemon over the top rather than use a fattening salad dressing.

            Mary isn’t going to be the only one eating rabbit food, I told myself, as I stood in front of the sink waiting for the microwave to finish. I was so hungry; I shoved a heaping forkful of greens into my mouth. The lettuce’s lemony-sour taste almost made me gag, but I swallowed it quickly and shoveled another forkful into my mouth. How the hell can Mary eat this… this… garbage? Get used to it Sabina. If Mary can do it, so can you.

            The microwave dinged. I placed the heated black tray on a plate and brought the lasagna and bowl of lettuce over to the table. I was just about to stick some of the delicious looking gooey pasta
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