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For Peter A. Campbell






AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is true to what I believe happened. I have changed names and some descriptions. I have reconstructed dialogue to the best of my recollection and reordered or combined the sequence of some events. Others who were present might recall things differently. But this is my story.






PIECE OF MEAT

I​’m on a film set, shooting a commercial for a television show teenagers love because it’s my job to make teenagers love things.

I’m at work at MTV in the promos department, where the ads for all the shows on the channel get made. I’m the creative director in charge of a team full of writers, editors, directors, and producers who make thirty-second bursts of eye candy designed to grab and hold the attention of teenagers who spend twenty hours a day on their phones and take ADHD meds in applesauce. I make sure we slice together all the best slaps and kisses from our shows about drunk Italian Americans in New Jersey and teen moms in Ohio into a series of two-second jump cuts that land on a tagline short enough to be hashtagged on Twitter (#MONDAYSAREAMOTHER). The teens who watch this series, which is about a group of friends who also happen to be werewolves, have no idea it’s only being produced to give brands a sneaky delivery system into the subconscious minds of their target audience: middle schoolers looking for a quick way to unload their allowances. When they watch and become fans of the wolf stars, they’re more likely to buy the products used in the show, like prom dresses from Macy’s or Nokia Lumia phones.

I’m also the fattest I have ever been. As a huge part of the brand-to-teen food chain—when everything’s working properly—no one can know I exist. In fact, to remain invisible is one of my main responsibilities. This is for the best because I’m not the kind of person anyone’s supposed to aspire to be or want. I’m more of a cautionary tale of what can happen when a person doesn’t buy the products that run during the commercial breaks, the ones for diet pills and Doritos (in moderation, of course). My body has disqualified me from being seen in the ads I spend my days making, and that’s why I’m so great at making them. I know what’s good because I have what’s bad. I may be invisible in the final product, but I’m always close enough to perfection to know what it smells like—spun sugar, BO, and acrylic glue.

At MTV, I’m also in charge of the big ad campaigns for the awards shows. It’s a normal day when I’m filming a commercial for the Video Music Awards with a one-named pop star wearing a studded Versace leather jacket over a diamond leotard. I’m the person responsible for the position of the steel fan used to mimic a sexy windstorm that blows around her $20,000, platinum-blonde hair extensions like a dandelion after a wish. I try not to think too much about how the hot people I’m in charge of making hotter can each fit into one leg of my Lane Bryant jeggings.

I’m friends with the sexy cast of this runaway hit as much as anyone who’s forty and a size twenty-four can be friends with celebrities not allowed to legally drink. When I’m with them, I look like someone’s eccentric aunt taking their nieces and nephews out for a day at the museum. You can usually find me wearing some kind of cape-adjacent piece of clothing, trying to conceal how much farther my stomach sticks out than my boobs because in LA, your boob-to-belly ratio is how people identify you’re worth knowing. The cast of the wolf show don’t wear many clothes. For the guys, it’s threadbare T-shirts with pit stains and busted jeans—casual LA dirtbag. For the girls, it’s bolts of Spandex spun around their gazelle legs so they’re always ready for a little downward dog between takes. When I see them in LA or New York, or San Diego at Comic-Con, they run toward me like we’re lovers in a lavender field in France. We give each other breathless hugs like we’re long-lost friends, but the truth is that I don’t call them when I’m sad, and they just pretend to like me because I’m the vice president of making them famous.

The cast, when lined up for a Teen Vogue photoshoot, form a superhero alliance of attractiveness, each actor embodying the five not-so-different ways a person is allowed to be beautiful. There’s the Main Wolf Teen, the one who gets featured solo on La Cienega billboards and DVD covers for the show. He’s a heartthrob, sure, but mostly he’s a sweet, shaggy skater you can always count on to be packing a Ziploc of dank weed in the front pockets of his cargo shorts. Then there’s Hardcore Christian Abs, the born-again beefcake who loves to talk about how he hasn’t had sex yet because he loves Jesus too much. You can always find him doing shirtless pull-ups between takes on the exposed steel beams of the soundstage. Then there’s the dorky, approachable sidekick / best friend, the one who got famous on YouTube for performing an immaculate lip sync of “Wannabe” by the Spice Girls, a mix of vulnerability and confidence so perfectly balanced, it could have been cooked up in a high-clearance government laboratory. There’s also the wispy vegan ingenue who thought it was gross when a doe-eyed movie star asked his agent to ask her agent if he could take her on a date to Disneyland (she said no), and who is rumored to repack the food she gets delivered every morning from her private chef into grungy, old Tupperware because she wants to appear relatable. We know our relationships are transactional, but we pretend they aren’t because we’re professional pretenders. They’re pretending they’re werewolves in high school, and I’m pretending I’m in control of my life. I’m also pretending, as I reach my hand again into the tortilla chip bowl on the craft service table, that I’m not the fattest one here and there isn’t bile rising up the back of my throat, again, from one of my famous cross-country binges I can’t keep myself from having every time I make this trip, even though I promise myself every time it happens: This is the last fucking time you can do this.

Today, I’m listed first on the production call sheet that keeps track of all the contact info for everyone on set, from the actors to the wardrobe people to the saints who warm up frozen mini-quiches in toaster ovens and pass them around on paper plates. This means it’s my fault when we fall behind schedule or when the star doesn’t get their apples wrapped in turkey slices in their dressing room that they specifically asked for, for the love of Christ. (Sorry again, Adam Levine. I know how important protein is to you.) I’ve spent years of my one wild and precious life making sure people are clear about the exact time they can watch Taylor Swift debut her new break-up song LIVE on the VMAs, this Sunday at 8:00 p.m. Eastern, 7:00 p.m. Central. This is high-stakes, life-and-death shit. If I don’t do my job, the millions of eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds Viacom needs to watch the show won’t watch, and the Nielsen ratings will tank, and the sales team won’t be able to sell advertising time to Taco Bell, and Viacom’s stock will plummet, and the board members won’t be able to buy their new yachts, and I won’t receive my year-end bonus—the one that finances my annual solo trip to Sedona so I can sit alone in a crystal pyramid and cry about how lonely I am, even though I’m fake friends with real TV stars who make high school girls across America swoon every Thursday night at ten.

Every time I see the cast of the wolf show in real life, I get a jolt, which is ridiculous because I’ve met so many famous people in this job that I should be immune to it. Still, I can’t get over the powerful feeling that comes from standing face-to-face with the full-size versions of the tiny people who live inside my screens. It’s never not surprising that celebrities are, like, actual people. My brain maps their faces, with their perfect skin and capped teeth, and the endorphins overcome me. It is a strong drug. Famous people breathe and walk and talk and smile and feel, and sometimes, they even perceive me and make impossible demands and call me an idiot. How did I get so lucky! When famous people treat me like shit, the sharp tip of their arrow feels like Cupid has taken aim at my heart. Even the ache from their abuse makes me feel blessed.

Unfortunately, the chance of taking an arrow in my chest is very high today because there’s a big problem unfolding that’s now my big problem. The Main Wolf Teen doesn’t want to take his shirt off, even though he’s known for weeks his nipples are on the menu. We’ve even hired a highly skilled makeup artist to do this thankless work—a woman whose job is to smear oil on the abdominal muscles of heartthrobs all over LA—and now she’s standing by with a vat of glycerin and a horsehair brush, ready to go, while he’s pouting in a director’s chair with his name embroidered on the back, slumped, cranky, and sighing audibly. It appears that he’s waiting for someone to ask him what’s wrong so the person who’s making his life hard (today, it’s me) will scramble to make his life better, which is basically how his whole life works. On screen, he’s an untamed beast, running seventy-five miles per hour through the dark, spooky woods on a moonlit night. On our dusty set, he looks like an infant whom it’s my responsibility to soothe, as if I’m his wet nurse in an orphanage at the turn of the century. It’s my wretched body that must quench the big feelings of a teen star with one million Twitter followers.

I need the Main Wolf Teen to take off his shirt because if he doesn’t, the product I’m in charge of selling—his literal body—won’t be seen, and the shoot will be unusable. The stage is lit. The dry ice has been unleashed, covering everything with a coat of sweet smoke. The guy who holds the slate that makes a loud crack before every take is in limbo, eyes darting around. Everyone’s ready except for him. I snag a handful of cashews on my way to talk to him. I let them sit under my tongue and dissolve like Ativan.

He grumbles in my direction without looking at me. “I am not taking my shirt off, Lu.”

I know I’m in trouble because he’s not being cheerful or sweet or playful, like he was just a few hours ago when I showed up on set and we snapped a selfie together, a photo not meant to preserve the precious memories of our enduring friendship but to prove to my frenemies who hate-follow me online I haven’t just broken through the television screen, but I control what happens there. Our good vibe has gone up in the haze of the fake mist that’s spiraling out of an Igloo cooler right next to us. He’s sprouting-sharp-talons-at-midnight-on-the-night-of-the-big-game serious.

When the Main Wolf Teen and I are together, I get giddy. My innate ability to fall in love with boys half my age makes me excellent at one of the most crucial parts of my job: manufacturing heartthrobs out of thin air. “Knows what teen girls want” was even highlighted as one of my top skills on my last annual review. I don’t spend too much time considering how embarrassing this is for someone like me, someone who shells out three hundred bucks every six weeks to touch up the gray hair sprouting from my temples while calculating my worth based on the number of twelve-year-olds who’ve posted GIFs of the ads I’ve made on Tumblr.

The Main Wolf Teen hasn’t worn a shirt in an ad for years. It’s not clear why he thinks today should be any different. The plan was always for him to be shirtless because being shirtless is always the plan. Imagine trying to sell a bottle of laundry detergent without a full-frame photo of the bottle—not possible. The script even said it right there in black and white: Cut to the Main Wolf Teen, shirtless and glistening, panting as he looks straight into the camera.

When he tells me his shirt is staying on today, the inside of my mind becomes that meme of the woman staring off into space in front of a chalkboard with math equations over her face. I must triangulate what I will need to get him to perform the things he’s contractually obligated to perform and not escalate the situation. Stars, like customers, are always right, even when their problem is that I am wrong. Like that one time, when that one big-name star called me a “fucking incompetent idiot” when she didn’t see the digital billboard for her upcoming show playing on the screen in front of Viacom’s headquarters at 1515 Broadway, high above Times Square. She’d spent the entire afternoon on the sticky stairs of the TKTS booth incognito so she wouldn’t be recognized and had given herself a full-blown migraine, which she explained was entirely my fault. The billboard had always been scheduled to run the next day, and she’d been told that many times. Instead of forwarding her the thousand emails that had been sent to confirm this, I expressed my profound disappointment in myself and promised I’d spend the next few days considering how I’d deeply failed her.

“I’m not taking it off,” the Main Wolf Teen says again, eyes narrowing like he’s going in for a kill.

“Why?” I ask, trying to reason with him. “Help me understand.”

Help me understand is one of the tried-and-true lines I use with famous people when they’re angry. Help me understand is code for “I’m too dumb to get what you’re saying because you’re famous and I’m an idiot.” Self-flagellation is a great place to begin when problem-solving in Hollywood because it tells the person you’re dealing with you understand your place, and being mean to myself is something that comes easily to me anyway! In fact, I’ve already been running a nonstop loop about how awful I am since I stood on the scale in the marble bathroom of The London Hotel in West Hollywood this morning and learned I weighed 286.7 pounds. That’s three times the weight of the new starlet I was on set with last week—a pert blonde with small wrists and trademark dimples that were manufactured when a Beverly Hills plastic surgeon stitched medical-grade thread into the insides of her pale cheeks and pulled tight. (Allegedly.)

It’s also the most I’ve ever weighed.

I chalked up the number to retaining water and a strange scale. Certainly, this exact Los Angeles scale had never once been used to measure someone of my size before. This is a hotel regularly visited by celebrities as a place to get styled and glammed up for awards shows like The Grammys or The Golden Globes. I also know when I fly coast-to-coast my body swells up, which has a lot to do with the air pressure in the cabin and my menstrual cycle and the ramekins of salted peanuts they serve in first class. Today, I’m sloshing around like a 1970s waterbed; a wave of sodium that’s on my left side shifts to my right with each heavy step. I’m both the size of the boat and the motion of the ocean. At this point, I can’t see how this number has as much to do with my unending desire to try to keep my fat, dead mom close as it does with the familiar swell of burning battery acid rising in the back of my throat, the most predictable side effect of me ingesting ten thousand calories on my trip from New York to Los Angeles. When I’m in the sky, calories are invisible, like Wonder Woman’s jet.

I never want people to notice me at the airport. I’m an anxious flier. I pack my own seat belt extender so I can spare myself the humiliation of asking for one from a judgmental flight attendant. I also stash a little bottle of essential oil spray that helps calm my nerves as I anxiously plan what I’m going to eat. The way I think about food when I’m flying is akin to how a family traveling by covered wagon across the Old West might have thought about it: as if there’s a very real possibility I might need to turn to cannibalism to survive. What if we get stuck on the tarmac for eight hours with no food or water during a lightning storm? I’ll never be caught dead with a growling belly like one of those dummies who rely on a small ration of Biscoff cookies to keep them alive.

For this flight, I bought a California roll and two spicy salmon rolls from the fast-food sushi spot to eat on the long walk to the gate. Sushi is obviously very healthy. I ate each piece out of the plastic bag with my hands as I made sure to stay to the right on the moving sidewalk so fitter people could speed-walk past me. Then I popped into the Delta Sky Lounge—one of the perks of flying business all the time—and piled a tiny plate high with cheese and crackers and olives and hummus. I ate three chocolate chip cookies and asked the bartender to mix me a Bloody Mary. Horseradish and chocolate aren’t normally paired together, but for me it was fine because I wasn’t tasting anything. I was far too blacked out in my binge for that. The other executives in the lounge were like me, but not me—mostly white men, balding, legs spread apart like tripods, barking loudly into their Bluetooth earpieces and ordering beers with a grunt and a finger pointing down in the direction of their empty glasses. I knew they were important because they were charging three electronic devices at the same time.

Once on board, I settled into my seat, and a woman in a tight blue polyester dress offered me a hot washcloth. I ordered braised short ribs with polenta for dinner and asked for another Bloody Mary, a pretzel bread roll with butter, and a salad with ranch dressing. After takeoff, I logged into the Gogo inflight wireless so I could keep up with the angry emails flying between talent and managers and producers and finance and business affairs as I flew from New York to LA while half watching some all-lady action movie. After the dinner service, I ordered the ice cream sundae I was offered without looking the stewardess in the eye, and later, also shamefully, I accepted the hot chocolate chip cookie the same woman offered me before landing, as the other Hollywood types seated around me refused their well-earned treat because the cookie was a test of their willpower, and they’d all passed. This was right about the time I began to feel the familiar burn rising, as if on cue. The feeling was not so much heartburn as a heart blaze, a molten mix of acid and vomit that, when it happens, erupts for hours; it is a fire so intense that it could be spotted from a satellite. I made a mental note to order toast and tea from room service when I got to the hotel to try to help settle my stomach by putting more food into it, which sometimes, surprisingly, works.

On landing, I received a text from the limo company: “Your driver’s name is Jesus.” I took a screenshot of it and Instagrammed it with the caption, Jesus take the wheel. It immediately got eight likes. Jesus was at baggage claim, wearing a black suit and tie like a dapper undertaker and holding my name up on a sign, misspelled. He rolled my luggage out to his car with a jaunty jog, and I struggled to keep up behind him. I tasted the salty California air on my tongue and fell into the soft leather backseat of Jesus’s Mercedes as sweat pooled in the cups of my unwashed bra. A Cigar Aficionado, with Arnold Schwarzenegger on the cover, was stuffed into the back pocket of the driver’s seat, even though no one reads magazines anymore because paper is so twenty years ago. I shot responses off to the producer about the call time for tomorrow (too late!) and to the writers about their casting choices (boring!) and ordered some pho from Uber Eats that would be waiting at the hotel when I arrived. I rationalized how the warm broth of the soup would settle my stomach. I often topped off the damage I’d done with some sort of hot broth. And noodles. Like my mother had taught me.

After settling into my room and tilting the plastic container to get every drop down my throat, I gobbled up a fancy, silver bullet canister of fifteen-dollar gummy bears from the minibar. Then I stacked every pillow on the bed up high so I could sleep sitting up and keep the food I’d just swallowed from shooting back up and out of my mouth, Exorcist style. If only there were someone I could call to release me from my demons with a crucifix and prayers, but unfortunately, I’m Jewish. While I was half asleep, I scarfed another canister of M&Ms, which I didn’t realize until I woke up the next morning. It’s so convenient to jam sugar into my face at hotels. They put so much of it right there in my room, and it just waits for me until I wake up with wrappers and crumbs all over the bed, and then my corporate card magically pays for it. My assistant will surely itemize the charges by inventing a few imaginary coworkers I dined with to justify the expense before she sends the report off to accounting, even though we both know I eat alone. She and I never talk about it; she just quietly takes care of getting it paid, although I imagine she dishes about it with the other assistants. I’d think this fact about me would make for very good gossip.

I woke up, barely having slept, feeling swollen and gray. I could see the Viper Room from my balcony, the place that launched countless celebrity hangovers, but my hangover is something else, far more shameful. People like me who get to spend their days with wolf teens are supposed to see iced coffee and a cigarette as a well-balanced meal. I splashed cold water on my face and tried to hide how my ankles were as wide as my calves by stuffing them into the custom knee-high boots I wear even when it’s a hundred degrees. My neck dripped sweat from the exertion of pulling up the zippers.

Now my neck is sweating for another, more important, reason. The Main Wolf Teen won’t take his shirt off.

“Help me understand,” I say again, pleading.

“I feel like a piece of meat, Lu,” he growls, anger rising. “I. Am. Not. Meat.”

I get it. Like him, I’ve also felt like a piece of meat lately. I drag myself from place to place, heavy, tired, unfocused. I’ve also started to notice a new shape forming under my belly, a place already lit up with iridescent grooves of stretch marks that have been left behind as evidence of the food babies I’ve carried to term over the years. By now, some of them are old enough to be in college. A big knob is pushing out of the upper left side of my abdomen. It looks like the chest-bursting scene in Alien, a bumpy terrain of tension waiting to break through; nothing good inside. I’ve been ignoring the ominous shape, which is easy enough to do because looking at my body has always felt like the equivalent of looking directly at an eclipse. If I do it, I risk going blind. There are also always so many more important, more famous bodies for me to pay attention to.

I smile and touch the Main Wolf Teen’s arm, which admittedly, and embarrassingly, sends a chill up my spine.

“You’re not a piece of meat,” I assure him. “You’re an actor. Your physicality is part of your character.” Physicality? It’s been years since I took drama in high school, but I know this is a word the more serious thespians used when talking about the deep level of craft required to believably slip on a banana peel.

It feels as if he’s testing me, like he wants to see how far I’ll go to fix his feelings.

“I’m meat,” he says, firmly, again. The alarm system in my mind goes off. Threat Level: Orange. High Alert. Everyone’s acting normal, but nothing is normal. I pull out the big guns.

“This is your show. This is your set,” I say, motioning to the production people standing around and pretending not to be watching what’s happening in their peripheral vision. I see him consider his power. “We’re all here because of you. You’re the star.” I don’t say this at full volume, though, because if the other actors heard me, there’d be chaos. Each one of them needs to believe they’re the true star, the priority of the network, and on this set, I am the network, but at this moment, it’s more critical for my tongue to be deep up the Main Wolf Teen’s ass, specifically.

I give him a solid c’mon-I-thought-we-were-friends smile, which is a dangerous move. I’m trying to test how serious he is. If he’s not joking and I joke too much, I’ll be out of line. If he is joking and I don’t joke back, I’ll be humorless and fucked. It’s a tightrope, a dangerous leap into a Mission Impossible–style laser room. One wrong move and I’ll trip the alarms. There will be no going back. I need to fix this because there are kids in America who need to crush out on boys they’ll never meet. There are Taco Bell executives who need to convince teenagers to buy the new Chicken Cheesy Gordita Crunch. There are social media platforms that need the likes, shares, and reposts the show provides so they can raise their advertising rates and scale globally at any cost. It’s my job to please them all. For now, I only focus on pleasing him.

“I can’t imagine what it must be like,” I say and even kind of mean it, although it is hard to feel bad for him when I think of all the money, fame, and pussy being shot out of a cannon directly at his face. Still, I kind of get it, the shitty predicament he’s in by being exploited for his body all day, every day. If I ever get a genie-in-a-bottle-type wish, though, I’m going to ask to be exploited for my body just once so I can finally feel how terrible it is for random people on the street to make dog sounds at me when I walk by.

His shoulders square back. “I know you can’t imagine,” he says, eyes rolling. “You have no idea.”

I don’t have time to be offended, even though I’m sure what he just said is that he’s positive no one would ever want me for my body, and although I know he’s 100 percent right, I hate that he said it. I don’t need him to be nice to me, though. I just need his shirt off. His snark is Hollywood fog.

The crew is pacing. Their worried eyes are transmitting fear. They want to know if the Main Wolf Teen will take his shirt off and if I’ll be the person to get him to do it. We’re running out of time before our union contract says we have to wrap for lunch.

“You’re right.” I nod. “It must be so hard.”

I’m lying. I don’t think it’s hard. Like, pragmatically, I guess I can kind of see how it could be kind of hard to be so boringly sexy that everyone assumes it’s a totally normal Tuesday to demand your shirt come off so your tight abs can help multinational corporations earn record-breaking revenue. I still don’t think it’s as hard as being a fat woman trying to go on a blind date with a guy she met on the internet, but after she sees him see her outside the restaurant they agreed to meet at, he texts to say he fell down the subway stairs and broke his arm and can’t have dinner after all (a real thing that happened to me once).

“I’m not doing it, Lu,” he says again.

The Main Wolf Teen is wearing a white tank top he’s refusing to take off. It’s fitted and a bit sheer, but it might as well be a control girdle. Since his show became a hit, he’s taken his shirt off countless times on command, but not today. I want to help him, to support him in his dissent, but my allegiance must always be with the greater good of “the business,” and today, the business needs his naked torso.

“OK, I understand,” I nod.

I look past him toward the soundstage walls, set pieces propped up on wooden stilts, and try to buy myself a second to figure out what I can do to fix this. On one side of the two-dimensional set piece is the interior of the imaginary, all-American school where the wolf teens go to algebra class when they aren’t howling at the night sky. On the other side is a gaggle of guys from the production crew, their utility belts pulling their pants down, exposing their butt cracks. Both scenarios are full moons filling me with dread. If only there were someone who could swoop in and help me figure out how to make this right. Someone, maybe, like my old friend, the Kool-Aid Man.

As a kid, I prayed to him, the iconic, red-faced, fat, bursting-through-walls mascot from the ads that aired during my Saturday morning cartoons. Hey! Kool-Aid Man was all any kid had to yell, and out of nowhere, he’d be there to save you from the bad things in life: boredom, exhaustion, loneliness, an unannounced pop quiz. The Kool-Aid Man made me believe that on the other side of every wall was a better world, a world I could access once my parents bought me enough packets of neon powder to stir into our Florida tap water, which smelled like rotten eggs. I can’t count how many times I tried to conjure the Kool-Aid Man by staring down the walls of my childhood bedroom, which were plastered with Teen Beat tear-outs of Corey Haim and Michael Jackson. I prayed he’d open a portal for me to walk through to a better world, a place where sugar drinks were endless, where kids stopped calling me fatso, and where my mom’s boob cancer just disappeared.

Today, on set with the wolf teens, I fully understand that the Kool-Aid Man isn’t going to appear and serve me an ice-cold glass of himself. That guy isn’t real; he’s a fever dream of some ad douche on a deadline. Now I need to be the one to turn frowns upside down. This is normal. Most days, there’s no way to know where advertising begins and I end.

“If you do this, I’ll buy you anything.” I offer the Main Wolf Teen the world since I have the world to offer. I take out my phone and open my Notes app. “What do you want? Anything.”

He looks skeptical. “Anything?”

“Anything.”

He’s tenuous, like he’s walking toward the ocean, barefoot, in December.

“Domino’s?”

“Pizza?” I ask, confirming, relieved he hasn’t asked for a car.

“No. Chicken wings,” he says, correcting me. “Buffalo chicken wings!”

I type it into my phone. “Buffalo chicken wings. Yes, delicious. What else?” I let the corners of my lips turn up, showing him how this is fun for me. (This is not fun for me.)

His eyes dart around, searching for more things to want.

“Two Guinnesses.”

“Sure,” I say, somewhat shocked at his restraint. Just two? “What else?”

A smile starts to form on his lips, matching mine. We’re on.

“A copy of Zoolander,” he says and quickly adds, “and a DVD player to play it on.”

“Amazing. Great movie,” I say. “Love that movie.”

Now we’re playing, and he’s beginning to sparkle again. It’s a game. It’s Christmas. I’m Santa, another fat, red icon of generosity. I’m making his dreams come true.

“A new Xbox and a bunch of games too. Good ones.” He cheers.

“Obviously. Only the best ones,” I say, playing secretary, nodding along. I have no idea what the best ones are, but I do have Google. My fingers move quickly to capture each of his wishes. I’m a bottle and the genie. He’s smiling with his whole mouth now, so I’m showing my teeth. Fun returns to his face. This is the Kool-Aid party we both had hoped for. Oh yeah, I think. His eyes look up, searching for a cherry to put on top.

“Oreos! Two boxes of Oreos. Double Stuf!” He’s so proud of himself. He’s even dancing a little, arms wiggling at his sides.

“The best kind.” I nod. I don’t mention how many times I’ve eaten a sleeve of Double Stuf Oreos half-asleep and woken up with chocolate crumbs stuck to my face.

“Oh! And a gallon of milk,” he demands, satisfied, finished. “Ice-cold milk,” he says. “Whole.”

“Yes. Ice cold. Whole. Milk,” I confirm. Milk and cookies, like I’m soothing a baby.

“So? We good now?” I ask.

He thinks it over for a second.

“We’re good,” he confirms, delighted, like he just got away with something.

“Terrific,” I say. “We all get what we want.” I don’t confirm what we just agreed to. If I say it out loud, I’ll risk it disappearing with a jinx. I call over the eager PA and dictate the list to him. He sprints offstage to the fourteen-passenger van. He’ll drive thirty miles above the speed limit to get to Target quickly and be a hero. The Main Wolf Teen will have what he asked for within the hour. I don’t say out loud how basic his list is. It’s a rundown of the kinds of products that pay a premium each year to get young guys, just like him, to buy their wares.

I quietly tell the makeup artist, “He’s cranky but on board. Please move as quickly as possible.”

“Of course.” She nods.

Later, she’ll spray him with glycerin until he glitters like a diamond, but she’ll leave one spot on his upper left shoulder a little less than perfect, and I’ll never not be able to notice it in the final cut, even though no one else will.

I brief the director and crew too. “Get the shirt off quickly. One take if possible.”

The Main Wolf Teen is tender and edgy. We need to tiptoe our way through the rest of the day and get the fuck out. Today, he will be treated more gently than normal; he will be a person who gets to have feelings for a whole afternoon. Yes, we’ll exploit him, certainly, but we will not behave as though we are. There are lots of bowed heads and respectful nods in his direction. This crisis has been averted.

On cue, he walks in front of the camera and slithers his tank top off with ease, like nothing happened. His belly is full of sugar and fat and beer, and his satisfied, young, strong body hides it. His video games are on pause back in the trailer. I follow his lead. He’s forgotten, so I’ve forgotten too. We get the shot.

We wrap for the day, and the crew begins dismantling the set. Hugs all around, high fives. Mumbles of “great shoot, great day, good work” hum through the rafters. I leave the set, thanking the crew, waving, and smiling, but I’m looking past their faces to the walls. I’m exhausted. It takes all my energy to throw my weight around. There’s so much of it.

I head out to the SUV waiting for me and hyperventilate from the exertion of pulling my heavy body up and into the back seat. My thighs are already sweating. I know my crotch will leave a V of dampness on the Corinthian leather when I get out. I’m mad at myself for wearing black tights and boots in ninety-degree Los Angeles, but I wear them for the same reasons I only wear black everything: I’m trying to edit myself out.

I wish I were more like the Kool-Aid Man—fat, confident, pantless, and taking up space without doubting myself. I don’t respond to the driver when he tries to make small talk. When he brought me to the set that morning, he asked if he could send me the script he’s been working on about an orphan who’s exceptional at math. I said sure but left one letter off my email address when I scrawled it on a gum wrapper.

I think of the Main Wolf Teen’s brief rebellion and how I once stood for something I believed in too—that advertising is toxic and damaging us all. Yet, here I am, leaving a shoot that only happened because of how hard I railroaded an actor’s wish to be seen as more than just his body. I don’t recognize myself. Where did the righteous, angry, single-minded, saving-the-world-through-advertising me go? My days and nights are spent perpetuating the problem I used to believe I was born to solve, and I fucking hate myself for it, so I do what I always do when I don’t want to feel anything: I eat and check my phone.

I crack open the chips in the basket in the back seat of the car and look down at the robot that lives in my pocket. On my screen, there’s a batch of new advertising crises for me to solve. The kids on Twitter aren’t excited for the new show about sexy traveling nurses that I have to get them excited about, and Fleetwood Mac hasn’t approved the song we wanted to license for the new Jersey Shore promo, because the show is “reprehensible.” There’s also a campaign I need to get started that will launch at Christmas, even though my damp upper lip reminds me it’s summer. The fact that I have a perfect set of wolf teen abs documented forever on a hard drive back in the production van is a win that’s already fading.

I pull the buckle on the seatbelt down around my belly as far as it goes. It finally clicks but only after holding my breath until I see stars. As the driver pulls away, I’m already planning what I’ll eat when I’m alone again, which makes sense because my whole life is lived in the future. I always need to be dreaming up the next big thing to get people to keep talking, scrolling, sharing, buying because all the things I make expire the second they air. I roll down the window to let the oily potato chip smell out. My shiny fingerprint smear on the armrest glistens in the golden hour light of another boringly perfect California sunset I won’t get to see because I’m staring at my phone. It’s fine. I don’t need to see the sky. I’m on top of the world, and I’ve heard the view from up here is supposed to be amazing.
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THIS AD IS BROUGHT TO YOU BY: THE FUTURE


OPEN ON: A dude, hot to the point of being compelling, not intimidating. He’s in front of a bright white wall. It could be heaven. It could be the Apple Store. Overall vibe is medical, Zen, trustworthy. A sparkle of ring light is in his eyes.

Welcome to The Future! We’re so glad you made it. It’s amazing here. You can buy so many things to become anyone else!

In The Future, you can pick from all the different body types a person is allowed to have: thin, muscular, fit, toned, skinny, athletic, or lithe. Would you like to be lithe? In The Future, you can be fat in all the right places (ass and lips) and skinny in the right ones (waist and feet). You have so many options! You can have a perfect house, a perfect child, a perfect job, and a perfect dish soap. The Future is the only place where nothing bad has happened yet. It’s where all your dreams can come true. Here, you can be loved and safe and happy and satisfied and successful and famous and wanted, and, above all, you can be totally and completely fine.

He repeats, for emphasis, with dire seriousness.

The Future is the only place you can be fine.

Once you buy the thing that will finally fix you, you will be happy! It’s going to be great.

Think about it—there’s nothing you can buy to change what’s already happened. That’s why nobody ever hopes for a better past. That’s not how time works. Hope is The Future’s whole deal. The Past can’t be formulated to be “new!” or “improved.” Unfortunately, if you were a mess in The Past, you’ll always be a mess there.

The Present isn’t great for business either. It doesn’t move product, and there’s no recurring billing because, by definition, The Present is a place where nothing recurs. The Present can’t be scaled or optimized for profits, although I’m sure some guy in a Patagonia vest in Palo Alto is working on it as we speak. The Present’s just om and over.

The Future? Now that’s where the money is. The Future is the Gold Rush on poppers, a Turducken of infinite hope!

His eyes are getting bigger, like he’s eyeballing a Las Vegas buffet. He talks faster, excitedly.

The Future is a Sam’s Club built on top of a Walmart Superstore, jammed inside the Mall of America, and drop-shipped to the world’s largest Amazon warehouse (which has been built in a secret bunker under Zion National Park), just so Jeff Bezos can sit naked, alone in a diamond-encrusted cowboy hat, and jerk off all over his bank statements.

He’s obviously pretty turned on by this.

It’s the 100 percent, no-money-back guarantee the next thing you buy will, for real this time, allow you to be the perfect person you were born to be and not the kind of boring and ugly and shitty one you are right now.

Listen—we are so glad you’re here! We know you’re going to have a great time, buying all the things that will fix you and heal you and transform you into the Future You, the better you, the only you who matters.
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I know a lot about The Future because it’s where I used to work. For years, it was my full-time job to pull people’s attention away from their own lives long enough to convince them they needed to buy a different one. This is because The Future is the only place advertising can exist. It’s why ads are always talking about the “future you,” the “brighter tomorrow,” the “happiness that’s waiting for you,” after you’ve bought the right things in the right order. Manufacturing The Future made me feel powerful. I was a real-world fortune teller, not like one of those fraudsters with a flashing neon palm-reading sign outside a storefront on St. Marks. I knew exactly what people would be obsessing about long before they did because it was my responsibility to implant a steady stream of obsessions (and fears and anxieties and dreams) deep into their brains.

After the shirtless ad dropped, teenage girls across America squealed and then swooned. This wasn’t just a response to the Main Wolf Teen’s body; it was also a response to the work I’d done no one ever saw—months of mind-numbing strategy and planning meetings, rounds of ideas and scripts that were killed and rewritten under deadline. As I watched the audience response roll in, I blocked out everything that had happened before and rode the high. In those moments, I was sure I was doing something critically important for the world.

My Future jobs took so much energy. It was always on me to stay one step ahead of the trends so I could anticipate how to keep audiences wanting more by producing new, sparkly stuff for them to covet. This meant I couldn’t just work in The Future; I also had to live there. So I got myself a cute studio apartment on the corner of I’ll Deal with It Later Street and One Day I’ll Figure It Out Boulevard, where every day was filled with a long list of things “to do later, when I wasn’t busy,” or “after the shoot,” or “when I’m back from LA,” but that time never came. Instead, every minute was filled with a rainbow of rectangular, neon calendar invites for dumb meetings and red exclamation emails that required me to respond that second to another Hollywood emergency. My body became an afterthought. Mammograms went un-mammo’ed. One-hundred-and-seventy-five-dollar per month Equinox memberships mocked me for nonuse on my credit card statement. Lettuce, after lettuce, after yet another fucking lettuce went uneaten in the moldy crisper drawer in favor of DoorDash or expense account dinners or bags of Pepperidge Farm Mint Milano Cookies I’d consume in one sitting. The Future was where I’d promised myself I’d eventually—one day soon!—finally get to the annoying business of my body and my mind. In the meantime, there were year-end targets to hit.

I was always living so far ahead in The Future that I couldn’t see the billion ways I was hurting myself in The Present with food, bad men, and the meditation tapes of self-loathing I played on a loop for myself every night like lullabies. I wanted to believe that tomorrow could always be better, just like the ads I made promised everyone, as if The Future were some kind of Clinique counter, handing out gifts with purchase. Buy this mascara and get a lifetime supply of happiness, safety, and health for free!

The Past was a thing I tried not to think about that much, even though I dragged it behind me everywhere I went. I looked at my past the same way I’d watch horror movies: with my hands covering my eyes, barely peeking out through my fingers. I never took too long a look at where I’d come from; I just kept wishing The Past could have been less disappointing than it was. Mostly, I thought about my past in advertising terms: I’d had a crappy before, and I wasn’t going to be happy until I became a full-fledged after.

I lived like that as long as I could, always months and years ahead of where I stood, until one day, The Future and I had a falling out. It turned out no matter how many ads I made about future product launches, future sales goals, future world-saving technology, future celebrities, future shows, future rebrands, future audiences, or future earnings, I hadn’t once stopped to notice how none of this work I was doing on behalf of The Future guaranteed I’d get to have one for myself.

I was stuck, like I was inside a scene in one of those old movies where the characters get lost in the desert, so they start to imagine there’s a lake of cool, fresh water nearby, and they crawl on their hands and knees to get to it, but every time they get closer, the lake keeps moving farther away, and only after scooping fistfuls of dry sand into their parched mouths do they learn the truth—the lake was always a mirage. There was never any water there.

And then I got sick, and my relationship to The Future changed. I no longer wanted to make it to The Future so I could be skinny or sexy or young forever there; I just wanted to live long enough to see it.







POOL KIDS

In Florida, where I grew up, in the 1980s, there were kids with pools and kids without pools, and it was important to know which group you’d been born into so you could begin to understand which things in life were meant for you and which things would never be yours. To me, kids with pools were anointed, holy, a guarantee you’d never have to worry if the Wonder Wings you needed to keep from drowning were made in a large enough size for your chubby arms.

Pool Kids and I didn’t just look different; we were different on a cellular level. They were powerful, hearty amphibians, thriving in chlorine and salt water and on the hot, swampy land, just like the baby alligators rumored to be living in our sewers, which is the reason I still look down in every toilet before using it. I studied Pool Kids like they were mermaids at Weeki Wachee, my breath always leaving a smear of wet fog on the thick glass between us. One second, you might find Pool Kids straddling the tingly pulsation of their jet stream filter (the thing single-handedly kick-starting their puberties) and the next, you might find them cross-legged underwater, hosting a posh, pretend tea party with a dainty string of bubbles streaming out between their Chiclet teeth. Then they’d retire poolside to be served crustless PB&Js by their hot moms, like the Floridian royalty they were, sovereign to us all.

I knew everything I needed to know about Pool Kids from that time I was invited to Ashley Parker’s birthday party. Ashley was a Pool Kid with the generous heart of Princess Diana. She was able to spot the afflicted with her crystal-blue eyes, always happy to share her cafeteria pizza with whoever forgot to pack their lunch. I went to her party because I’ve always been great at forgetting who I am when someone beautiful shows interest in me, and in this case, I forgot I was someone who didn’t know how to swim.

“Luissa, I hope you’ll come to my pool party this Saturday,” I remember her saying with her sweet Southern twang as she handed me the tiny envelope with a Garfield-themed invite inside.

“Definitely,” I blurted out, too excited to pretend I wasn’t excited. “I’ll be there!”

When I arrived, there were so many kids in the pool that it was hard to see the water. Each one was showing off with a special trick as if they were a dolphin at SeaWorld—an inflatable ball on the tip of a perfect nose here, a graceful swan dive through a hot-pink hula hoop there. I hesitantly walked into the water down the stairs, like I was a grandmother going for a quick soak on Miami Beach. I tried to fake it ’til I made it with my frantic doggy paddle, praying I’d magically figure out how to do a butterfly stroke like some heroic poodle who’d been tossed into a pond, only to triumphantly discover she was evolutionarily wired for survival all along. Instead, I swallowed a gallon of throat-burning chlorine in a high-stakes game of Marco Polo before clumsily hoisting myself up the ladder in the deep end and barfing up two pink Publix cupcakes in Ashley’s backyard on a smattering of fresh wood chips that had been carefully scattered under a lush palm tree. I was promptly sent home.

“Thank you for coming,” Ashley’s mother forced her to say to me outside while I sat, waiting for my mom to pick me up, with a small, red beach pail to keep on my lap in case I barfed again. Apparently, grace ran in Ashley’s family, but that grace only lasted long enough for me to say goodbye since she never spoke to me again and took to calling me The Rock after that because of how I sank.

The Pool Kids raised big, existential questions I kept turning over in my mind, like: Why do some people get to have bodies and just feel good in them all the time? It was clear I wasn’t going to be one of those lucky people, because everyone around me—not only the kids but the adults too—were thrilled to keep telling me how fucked I was, like my seventh-grade music teacher, who grabbed my upper-arm fat between his calloused fingers one day while I was practicing scales and hissed into my ear, “You’ll never be a professional violinist with all this shaking meat.” After that, I quit playing and never touched a violin again.

There was also one of the PE teachers who gleefully measured my back fat with a pair of calipers designed specially by a team of government sadists to measure the back fat of children and who let out an audible sigh before screaming, “Obese!” across a roomful of fifty classmates to the spunky cheerleader who’d volunteered to catalog the results in a grade book at a card table next to the showers in the girl’s locker room. After that, I stopped dressing out for gym.

Both assessments of my body rendered me silent. I realized there were places I would never be welcome, and every day I went to school, it seemed like that list was getting longer and longer. It was impossible for me to ignore the messages being thrown at me; my oversized body was obviously very bad, and unless I could hurry up and fix the worst thing about me, which everyone could see but me, I was going to need to banish myself so I wouldn’t embarrass myself further.

I had a pool but not a pool like the one I was supposed to have. A contractor with a rebel-flag bumper sticker on his truck didn’t dig a hole in my family’s backyard, and we didn’t have a garage stocked full of chemicals with spooky skulls and crossbones on them. What we had was a flimsy pool dupe, a two-foot-deep plastic kiddie tub from Kmart with cartoon fish printed on the outside. It was a glorified birdbath, really, with splatters of dried white bird shit from the blue jay family who liked to splash around in it whenever it hit a hundred degrees by lunch.

My pool was lopsided, shallower on one end than the other, since it had been plopped haphazardly on the bumpy terrain of our crabgrass lawn with its wild, ropey tendrils, a sort of imitation grass playing the part of grass in a low-budget movie about grass. My pool wasn’t a real pool; it was the approximation of a pool, which everyone knew was far worse than not having a pool at all because having the imitation version of anything is embarrassing.

Lucky for me, my pool was well concealed in the backyard. The only person who could see me sloshing around in it was my neighbor, Jason Kennedy, a surf kid you could often find wearing dripping wet board shorts in science lab because he’d cut class to catch a few waves. This was easy enough for him to do because the Atlantic Ocean was just a two-minute walk out the front door and across four Frogger-like lanes of A1A. Jason had built a half-pipe skateboard ramp in his backyard, and its peak was flush with the top of our rickety fence, which was rotting from the briny air. He and his friends would skate on it for hours after school, taking breaks by sitting along the top of it like a gang of crows on a telephone wire, preening and arguing about who had the biggest wingspan. Whenever their squawking got too loud, and it seemed like Jason was having too much fun, my dad, Aaron, would shoo him and his friends away with an elaborate sprinkler system he’d rigged—after his first and only visit to Home Depot—to point directly at the skateboard ramp and soak it with gallons of water until they all disbursed.

“That kid,” my father would curse through gritted teeth. “I hope he slips on that stupid thing and breaks his neck.”

Jason never did break his neck, but he did corner me at school by my locker to ask if my dad was aiming water at him on purpose in an attempt to foil his X-Game dreams. The accusation made my tongue go numb.

“I know he did it. Your dad’s weird and so are you.” Jason sneered before squishing down the hall in wet Converse high-tops.

I was embarrassed but not enough to not continue to rely on my dad’s jerry-rigged sprinkler defense system whenever I wanted some privacy so I could pretend I was the overwhelmed mom in my favorite Calgon ads that aired in every commercial break of the soap operas my mother and I watched together after school. Each ad was a variation on a similar theme. Some anonymous woman’s life was being ruined by her shitty kids screaming at her, and her cranky husband screaming at her, and her misogynistic boss screaming at her, and when she finally couldn’t take one more minute of it, she reached for a box of chemicals, not to swallow but to bathe in.

In her glamorous chiffon robe, she’d stand up to everyone in her life, not by telling them to fuck off but by locking herself in a bathroom, pouring a pile of magic powder into the tub, and exclaiming to the gods of drugstore beauty products, “Calgon! Take me away!” Immediately, she’d sigh with relief after being transported to a floating cloud of perfumed bubbles. Ms. Calgon took her power back by doing something important for herself—losing it alone, in private, so as not to bother anyone. Oh, how I loved imagining my future as a miserable woman! I’d lie in my baby pool and pray that someday, when I grew up, I’d be as overworked and on edge, with the kind of problems that could only be solved with bath salt. Using my kid logic, that would mean I’d graduated and finally moved out of that backward town, and I’d be a movie star, living in a penthouse in New York City, about to win an Academy Award, where I’d use my acceptance speech to tell my sadistic music and PE teachers and Ashley Parker to go fuck themselves on national television.

In my worst moments, though, I got it. I was different. Pool Kids were unbreakable. They leaped, weightless and graceful, headfirst into the shallow end like their heads were made from feathers. I, on the other hand, had another kind of relationship to gravity. After somehow managing to crack my leg in three places during my fifth-grade skating party, I was informed by my emergency room doctor that if I were a horse, he’d “have to shoot me on sight.” When I screamed with full-body terror, he playfully punched me (as playfully as you can punch a child crying in the ER) in the arm. “Hey, kid, can’t you take a joke?” he scowled. This is my first official memory of a man flying off in a pouty rage because of my inability to find his disdain for me hilarious. Every girl remembers her first time.

After the Great Leg-Breaking Incident of 1984, and the four hundredth time I was picked last for kickball, I banished myself from the concept of moving. It was obvious I would be safer that way. Being a participant wasn’t for me. I’d make a better spectator. I’d watch kids sweat and squeak their sneakers on the basketball court from the bottom row of the bleachers, always sure to stay at floor level so there’d be less height for me to fall from.

My parents were overjoyed with my decision.

My mother, Rose, and father, Aaron, were notorious nonmovers. They had arms and legs and hearts and lungs and stuff, but it wasn’t in their DNA to intentionally move their physical form in any direction, unless it was out the front door and into our station wagon to drive to the mall and circle the parking lot for ten minutes until they found a space close enough to the entrance. My parents didn’t like to move and were proud of it.

“I’ll run if a bear chases me,” I remember my mother saying, “and this is why you will never find me in the forest.”

I never did see my mother in a forest, or anywhere in nature, in fact—not on a trail, in the woods, on the beach, or in a boat—but that didn’t stop her from smuggling bags of bulk trail mix in her giant purse when we’d sneak into a double feature. (We’d always pick the M&Ms out first.)

If my parents could have lived their lives wrapped in bubble wrap, they would have. To them, sports were for other people, people who didn’t have a phone book full of dead, persecuted ancestors haunting them with the heft of history. My parents were heady people, in a long line of heady people, prone to dark thoughts and brooding, which everyone knows is best done in a cold room, in the dark. It was a heavy burden they dragged behind them, even while shopping for Wonder Bread at Winn-Dixie. Carrying around the trauma of existing as first-generation Jews living in the American South was enough exercise for them.

My parents were a match made in heaven. Similar histories, similar beliefs. They famously met on a blind date in Coney Island at a community dance my dad’s best friend set them up on. Six months later they were married. My mother liked to say this was so they could “hurry up and legally get to the fucking.” Both my parents grew up by the boardwalk next to the ocean, but this wasn’t water you were meant to swim or surf or, God forbid, exercise in; this water was for dipping your toes on the way to buy a hot dog at Nathan’s before kibitzing on a bench with a nosh. The ocean was nature, and nature was dangerous; it was safer to stay on the sidewalk and play stickball on the hot asphalt. All it would take was one wrong wave to pull you under and drag you back to the Old Country.

My parents’ parents, all four of them, landed in New York in the early 1900s under some form of duress. My mother’s mother, Jenny, traveled from Vilnius to Ellis Island as a teenager, alone, on a ship packed with Jewish refugees. My father’s mother, Mary, arrived in New York, not quite twenty and a wealthy tourist from Odessa who’d come to America for a month-long holiday but would never return after her entire family was executed in the Russian Civil War. The man she married, my grandfather, Louis—whom I’m named after—was a quiet man, a cobbler. He always wore a dapper hat and never spoke about his childhood. My mother’s father, Isaac, was from somewhere far away, too, but all I know about him was that he was a philanderer who abandoned his family in a house that had rats “as big as cats” when my mom was six.

Rose and Aaron were brought up to believe (with great evidence) that life is terrifying and dangerous, and if you are going to survive, you must stay very still, so as not to be detected by literal Nazis. The idea that we were so different that it was necessary to hide ourselves away from public view to stay safe was handed down to me in a robin’s egg–blue Tiffany’s box, priceless and commemorative. Luckily, the box was also lined with a fair amount of pitch-black Jewish humor. Nothing makes the pain of oppression go down as nicely as an ice-cold shot of Borscht.

I remember feeling cavalier, as if my parents’ fears weren’t my concern. My whole childhood I was told by the kids I grew up with in my super-Christian town that I didn’t look Jewish, but that was because they didn’t know any Jewish
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