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        To my beloved wife, Wiphawan, my muse and inspiration. I love you with all my heart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Look not at my outer form, but take what is in my hand.

        RUMI
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            THE APPETITE

          

        

      

    

    
      Big John stuffed the sausage in his mouth and downed it with a nice cold glass of Florida orange juice. Then he took a whole grand biscuit off his plate, split it in half, padded two big chunks of butter in the middle, and ate that too.

      His mom, Susan Hoover, watched her son with utter bewilderment. John was like a trash compactor with food. He had always been a chunky child, but lately he was getting heavier every day. He just so happened to have one of those face and body types that looked good big, although he was pushing 260 pounds now at 5′8″—right on the line between “big” and “huge.” Last summer, at fourteen years old, his parents had sent him away to fat camp for three weeks and he lost twenty-five pounds, but when he returned, nobody, not even his friends, could get used to his new look.

      “Where did Big John go?” they all asked. “What should we call you now, Little John?” they said.

      “No! Not Little John like the rapper, never call me that,” John barked back.

      Now at fifteen, he was in his prime and was having fun with food. Never full, all he ever really thought about was eating. One day, everyone said, he would probably be a chef: he found great pleasure in the preparation of food—although not always. He was an eater first, a cook second, and lately he had started to wonder if he might get a job tasting food for a living.

      The one thing he hated about being 258 pounds was that the girls tended to go after guys with nice abs and built bodies—football and baseball players: jocks. The ladies didn’t know he could give them a truffle shuffle if they wanted and make them all laugh. Nothing very funny about abs, he always thought.

      If he had been skinny with his cleft chin and pug nose, he probably would have scored countless dates. He knew his nose could gain him some points down in the Deep South with a southern belle, but he was getting no glances from Maggie May, on whom he had the biggest crush ever. She had platinum blonde hair like a Swede, was 5′11″, and had the most penetrating blue eyes John had ever seen.

      She liked this junior with Greek heritage named Bo. Tan with a long Roman nose, Bo was the polar opposite of Big John. John was Irish, but his hair wasn’t red and he didn’t “lobster up” in the LA sun like a true ginger—though he still burned all right, and it pissed him off.

      Every night while lying in bed, John dreamed about Maggie May. While he was falling asleep, he played out scenarios in his mind of what could happen the next day at school. He would strut into class and see her talking with her girlfriends; she would turn and smile, staring back at him with those riveting eyes. And he would swagger over and say, “Hey babe,” and they would start French kissing right there. It just had to be like that, or he would go crazy.

      He always wondered whether she was named Maggie May after the Rod Stewart song or if it was just a coincidence. Many days, that song played on repeat on his phone, but he never let his buddies catch him listening to it. They knew about Maggie all right—he practically drooled over her whenever she walked by. Tall enough to be a model, soon she would be some kind of a superstar, especially since they lived in the city of dreams. Oh yeah, she would be hanging out at the Viper Room with all the super freaks, John thought.

      Everyone said she was out of his league, but he didn’t care. If there was one thing he had learned in life, it was that if you wanted something, you had to pursue it with all your will.

      John had been bold already and slipped Maggie a note in English class, asking her if she liked guys. She said no and smirked. Everyone knew girls liked a funny guy and that six-pack abs didn’t last on the court of true love. Perhaps Bo could bounce things off his stomach muscles, but who cared? To John, humor seemed to be the way to any girl’s heart.
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            THE ZOO CREW

          

        

      

    

    
      Big John and his buddies, The Zoo Crew, had a passion for all things Los Angeles. All three lived in the Santa Monica Canyon; some days, they skateboarded all the way down to Venice Beach where they pretended to be legends in Dog Town—the infamous area where the sport of skateboarding was invented. They liked to stop by Dog Town Café in Santa Monica on their way to Venice Beach and get coffee and a couple of burritos. Big John always ordered two or three and then ate everyone else’s leftovers.

      Lean and tall, Big John’s best friend, Chris, was the best looking of the bunch. John was proud of how Chris could talk to any chick who passed by, no question. He also usually tossed John what he didn’t eat, and that was a lot—and John was always searching for that full feeling. Sometimes, he felt like he had been put on this earth to live out an endless quest for satiety. He knew the exact moment it came, because his belly poked out a little and he felt very sleepy. There was also something about his hands that made him eat. He often had this tingling feeling in them and sometimes they felt hot. Eating was the only thing that ever made the sensations go away.

      Today, the Zoo Crew were in their Santa Monica Canyon hideout that was Mike’s basement. Down there, in the dark realm, they had all their favorite Sega and Nintendo games and pin-up pictures of swimsuit models from the 80s. Mike was a slender Black basketball point guard with a big afro. Hanging on the entry to Mike’s den was a poster of his hero, Shaft. It was their spring break, and the crew was spending their days wasting time.

      “Hey big boy, give me the food!” Mike yelled.

      “Don’t call me that! You know I don’t like being called that; I am just big boned, like a T. rex,” John said.

      “Well you took the Reese’s Pieces and you won’t give them back. Hand them over, pronto.”

      John gulped down half the king-sized bag of candy and passed it back to Mike.

      “Dude what is this?” Mike crooned, holding the bag up. “You jerk! It’s almost empty! Why don’t you learn to control your stomach, John?”

      “I need fuel, man. This body needs energy to run. You see how much I move around. That doesn’t just happen—it takes sugar and meat and cheese.”

      “Big John can’t help it, Mike; just leave him alone,” Chris said. “Hey, so what are we going to get into today?”

      “I don’t know. I’m on a mission to find the perfect cooked French fry. We need to scope out every burger joint in the hood until we find the best fry in America,” John proclaimed.

      “That sounds fun,” Mike said.

      “Let’s do it, boys!” Chris said.

      At that, the trio headed out on foot to the closest diner: Sandra’s on Montana Avenue in Santa Monica. Big John ordered two baskets of fries there, and the crew agreed to split them. They munched the greasy, skinless fries quickly.

      “Aww, these suck! A four out of ten at best,” Mike said.

      “Yeah, no crisp to them at all. I can’t even eat these,” Chris said, pushing his away.

      “Give them to me,” John said, tossing a handful in his mouth.

      “Hey Big John, I heard Maggie May is going out with that Bo guy now,” Mike said.

      “So? That stone fox is mine. What does Bo have that Big John don’t?”

      Chris and Mike laughed, then Mike shot back, “Are you serious, John? He has a nice mack ride, for one. A red BMW. And he’s only like the coolest guy at Santa Monica High.”

      “Red? Isn’t that a girl’s color? What’s he thinking, that he’s some kind of hot chick or something? I don’t know. Seems lame to me,” John said.

      “John’s right, it’s lame. Now if it was a red Spider Ferrari, that would be cool,” Chris added.

      The crew agreed to go to In-N-Out burger next, but the closest one was a long way on foot in Santa Monica. They all wished they were sixteen with drivers’ licenses and cars.

      Strolling through Palisades Park, which ran along the ocean in Santa Monica, the crew came across many homeless folks laying in the sun. Some were smoking marijuana, others just taking in the ocean breeze.

      “Hey fat boy!” a voice yelled.

      The crew looked up and saw the voice coming from inside a red BMW convertible. It was Bo, and who was sitting in the passenger seat but sweet Maggie May.

      “Who you calling fat?” John yelled back.

      “You, big boy,” Bo said and laughed.

      “I am not fat, I am large and in charge!”

      “Whatever—come here,” Bo said.

      “Go over to him. See if we can get a ride to In-N-Out,” Chris whispered.

      “Yeah, go on with your bad self, John,” Mike said.

      John strutted over to the car like he owned the city. When he got to the passenger-side window, he flirted heavily with Maggie. Leaning in on the door, he asked her, “Hey babe, what you doing with this zero? You need to come hang out with the Zoo Crew.”

      “And go where, back to your parent’s basement? You guys are losers, you can’t even score a fake ID, and you don’t have a car. You can’t go anywhere,” Bo said.

      Maggie laughed and blushed a little, then said, “He’s cute, Bo, leave him alone.”

      “He’s about 280 pounds of fat blubber.”

      “Shut up, bad ass. At least I don’t spend hours a day at the gym looking at my fanny, you big girl.”

      “So, what are you guys getting into?” Maggie asked, smiling. Her blue eyes
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