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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 turtles, just to be silly. She'd laughed, which he thought was pretty good. 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 were killing John.

      “We are on a mission to find the best French fry in America, and since LA is the soul of America, we are trying to find the best fry in LA. In-N-Out is our next stop on the list.”

      She giggled. “That sounds fun.”

      “Listen Einstein, the closest In-N-Out is about three miles from here. Good luck walking your way in those Chuck Taylors. You won’t make it two miles before your mommy calls. Let’s go, Maggie.”

      “No, wait. Do you guys need a ride?” Maggie asked, begging John to come.

      “Don’t mind if we do.”

      “No way, unless I get twenty bucks for the trip,” Bo insisted.

      “Twenty bucks? Come on, man!”

      “Twenty bucks or you walk.”

      Big John took out a crisp twenty and handed it to Bo, then opened the back door of the Beemer and hopped in waving Chris and Mike over. The crew were off, spinning up Wilshire Avenue. With the top dropped, the air was cool and balmy. Maggie wore a periwinkle blue top that revealed just the right amount of cleavage; John drooled the whole way as he watched her in the rearview mirror. The trip was too short for John, and Bo kicked them out of his car at In-N-Out Burger.

      “Hey, where are you guys going? Maybe we can roll with you?” Chris asked.

      “Sorry bud, we’re going to the Viper Room and then to a party in the Hills. No losers allowed.”

      Maggie smiled, watching John closely. “Maybe next time, guys.”

      Bo sped off and left the three boys standing there in the parking lot.

      John raced in to get some food to fix his feelings about Maggie—his hands had started tingling again. He ordered two fries, one animal style for fun and one plain for the taste test. “Animal style” fries, a perennial In-N-Out favorite, were covered with grilled onions, secret sauce, pickles and a slice of cheese, emerging as a staple of the All-American California Teen diet—the average Angeleno couldn’t survive longer than seven days without a healthy dose.

      All three of the crew agreed In-N-Out had their vote for the best fries in America and they didn’t need to continue the test anywhere else. But with exploration still in their veins, they agreed to make the hike to Venice.
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            DOGTOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      The city’s dusk fell on the boys as they wandered down to Main Street in Santa Monica. They decided to swing into their favorite spot—Dog Town Café—for some coffees. Big John ordered two grilled cheese sandwiches and a cold brew with three sugars. The crew plopped down in a corner and sipped their coffees while people-watching. An intellectual-looking man in grey heather sweatpants and a blue LA Dodgers hat sat down beside them with his Chihuahua and drank his coffee. A slinky brunette model walked in, alongside a guy with a staggering square jaw who was wearing a white tank top that oozed muscles.

      “If you want to get with Maggie, you gotta look like that, Big J,” Chris said, pointing to the guy.

      John laughed. “I guess so, man. I don’t know. What should I do? Tell me guys.”

      “Lose 60 pounds and get one of those ab rollers. Do that about a thousand times a day and maybe you can carry her books to class,” Mike said, squealing with laughter.

      “That crap is not funny, Mike. Can I still eat if I do a thousand of those damn things?” John asked.

      “Nope. You gotta eat chicken, lots and lots of chicken. Anything with feathers. And cauliflower,” Chris said. “That’s what I eat, bud, and look at me, I keep it sexy.”

      “I hate cauliflower, but I love me some Roscoe’s, does that count?”

      Chris and Mike bawled laughing. Roscoe’s was LA’s own fried chicken and waffle house.

      “No bubba, you can’t eat fried chicken, only grilled or broiled. And only the breast,” Mike said.

      “Aww man, I want some Roscoe’s right now. I could go for a Sir Michael or a Lord Harvey. I’m getting hungry just thinking about it.”

      “What should we do tonight guys?” Chris asked.

      “Viper Room,” John muttered.

      “No way, John,” Mike said. “That is toast. I know what we can get into. Let’s go down to Venice and see Madame Bernadette. My old man told me about her. My uncle went to see this Romany lady one day—wandered into her place off Oak Lane and she told him to buy three pieces of chocolate at a local chocolate store and give them to the first person he met. He did it, and this rich guy named Leroy who took the chocolates wrote him a check for $5,000. Leroy explained to my uncle that he had dreamed the night before to give a large amount of money to the first person he met who gave him something.”

      “What? That’s the strangest thing I have ever heard,” Chris exclaimed.

      “I don’t think I could buy chocolate without eating it,” John said.

      “We should go, guys. Madame will know how to get Maggie, John,” Mike said.

      “Okay, I am all in,” John barked and shot up like soldier at attention.

      “Okay, I guess we’re doing this thing, but don’t we need an appointment?” Chris said.

      “No—she’s a fortune-teller, not a lawyer; I would guess she takes walk-ins. Besides, how long could it take to peer into the murky unknown? Twenty minutes, tops.”
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            THE SPELL

          

        

      

    

    
      Madame Bernadette’s cave was better than any office the crew had seen. It stank of sage and sandalwood, residue of the smoke from incense smeared over every surface of the room. Purple-blue velvet curtains lined the walls of her “seeing room.” Jammed in the center of the tiny room was a circular table with a burgundy floral cloth thrown over it in true gypsy fashion. Madame waited there in her weird green French antique chair, greeting the boys with amber, eagle-like eyes that swarmed with a sea of mystery. She wore a patterned bandana and turquoise eyeliner on her tan French face and big circular earrings that looked like Gladiator shields. She was in her 40’s and was not very beautiful.

      Pointing directly to John with a long skeletal figure and gesturing for him to sit down in front of her, she crowed: “I know why you have come, Big John.”

      The boys were shocked by her admission.

      “How do you know my name?” John asked.

      “My sight doesn’t lie. It’s the ball. It tells me everything.”

      Madame put her bony hands around the magical ball, whirling with cloudy citrine, green, and blue smoke in a mist of fog and dismay.

      “You want to marry this Maggie May girl,” she said, dead serious.

      “Yes—well, I guess so.”

      She swirled her left finger around the top of the ball while peering into the glass.

      “You need time for that. But to be with her—that you could have,” she said as she leaned back into the chair. “But you have to do something first.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You have to draw what you want with this pen,” she said, laying a blue pen embossed with gold circular patterns down in front of him. “Remember, when you were younger, you used to love drawing. You even drew Maggie May once in the fifth grade in art class. She sat for you, but everyone made fun of you for being too artsy. Now draw like the wind—draw away the fat, my son.”

      “Aww shucks, the fat thing again! But I love to eat. I am Big John, that’s what everyone calls me.”

      “Your choice. Losing the weight is the only way. This one you want, she likes appearances.”

      “Okay, I will try it.”

      “You can only eat half your appetite or less always. Or else all your weight will return the next day.”

      “Okay, what do I owe you?”

      “Fifty dollars.”

      John reached into his pocket and tossed two crumpled twenties and a measly ten on the table. The madame snatched it away and leaned forward, staring at him coldly.

      “I see you fat, fatter than you have ever been, alone, living in your parent’s house forever. That’s what I see.”

      Her stare seared him like a piece of fish. John couldn’t breathe; he got up and ran outside. Mike and Chris raced after him.

      “I had to get out of there. That woman is some voodoo princess. She’s a witch, I swear. I could feel her stare in my chest.”

      Chris howled with laughter. “She told you straight, man. You gotta stop eating now, it’s the only way.”

      “I don’t know. I’ll try it, but I feel sick,” John said, resting his hands on his knees.

      “I am telling y’all, Madame don’t lie; you better watch yourself, Big John,” Mike said.

      “Okay Mike, but let’s get back to the lair and watch a funny movie, maybe order a pizza or something. I think John needs to take his mind off this whole spook-show,” Chris said.

      “Okay, fine with me,” Mike agreed.

      They walked the long way home through Santa Monica, down Main Street, along Palisades Park to the winding road into the canyon, finally reaching Mike’s California bungalow and their cellar hideaway at around eight o’clock.

      Mike’s mom immediately came down and wanted to know if they had eaten. Mike told her they had just ordered some pizza from a delivery service.

      When the three enormous deep-dish pizzas from Buster’s Chicago Pies arrived, loaded with extra pepperoni, hamburger, and triple cheese, John ate fast like he always did, but something inside him felt like it might be his last meal—like Madame was right there, watching him with those strange eyes. Eat half your appetite always, she had said. Her commanding voice was stuck in his head, all he could think about. The spicy pepperoni tasted so good on his tongue, but now he was afraid of it all. Afraid he might be alone forever. Afraid of the Madame.
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            THE LAST SUPPER

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday night came around and John hadn’t stopped eating one bit. In fact, just the thought of giving up food had prompted him to double up on his favorites. He went to the Vons grocery store around the corner and bought everything he could think of: bacon, a dozen eggs, four different logs of Cracker Barrel cheese, heavy whipping cream and some blueberries to go with it, a pint of Neapolitan ice cream, a dozen chocolate glazed Krispy Kreme donuts, a six-pack of Country Time lemonade in cans—his favorite—Jif peanut butter, a loaf of Wonder Bread, and some strawberry jelly also. The whole time he was shopping, he could feel Madame’s eyes blazing into him, each selection a sin against her—a little lie he was telling. He could barely stand the torture, but he did it anyway.

      He was going to have a big fat feast upstairs in his room while watching all his favorite movies. A real last supper. First up was Harry and the Hendersons, which he loved because it was set in the north woods of Seattle and was about bigfoot. Six donuts and two Country Times in, he was onto Fletch with Chevy Chase, a love story to the city he cherished most, Los Angeles. Around 9 p.m. he was needing some protein, so he made a four-egg and cheese omelet with half a pack of bacon. At that point, he felt Madame all around him, her blue robes curling around the four corners of his room, carrying the smell of that cursed sandalwood. By 1:30 a.m., he was finishing up Hitchcock’s Rear Window when he fell asleep with his fourth Country Time lemonade in his hand, his shirt lifted up to expose his pale Irish belly.

      Sunday, he woke up early to the LA sun and patted his belly six times with each hand, a morning ritual. The food hangover—something only real eaters like himself knew—was awful. He stared himself down in the mirror and said, “It’s time, I gotta put on my best elastic shorts and get cracking on this weight thing.”

      His tummy kept pulling him downstairs for another omelet, but he decided his life was going to be different from that day forward. He wanted to be with Maggie, and so he kissed his old fat life goodbye. Madame had said he needed to draw what he wanted, and only eat half his appetite. Thoughts about food started to fire into his mind. He quickly pushed them away and started thinking about what he was going to draw—washboard abs. The image of himself with bulging muscles at the pool with Maggie in a tiger-striped two-piece rushed into his imagination. Every overweight man feared the bathing suit. He had always dreamed of strutting around the Montana Avenue public pool, where all the high school girls sunbathed, with a handsome cut body, looking like a stud.

      As much as he loved food, the memories of it all ran together. Once he finished eating, the pleasure vanished. He told himself he would eat his favorite snacks again one day, just not today. He would feast on Double Stuff Oreos and Girl Scout Cookies (his favorite). He would lose the weight and then have a sleeve or two of Samoas (his favorite Girl Scout Cookie). He could do that. No one would be watching him. Maggie wouldn’t be waiting to see if he was eating badly again, nor would the Madame. Or would she be? Could this spell last forever?

      His dad had some heavy drawing paper down in the basement, so John hurried to get it and brought it upstairs. He put on the Grateful Dead, his favorite improvisational jam band from San Francisco, and immediately began to draw his body with all his old passion for art. “Sugar Magnolia” blared through the speakers of his blue Bluetooth beach stereo. The improvisational jam band sent his mind to mysterious places.

      John loved music even more than food. He liked jazz, too—any music that traveled. John Coltrane, Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, Mingus; those were his favorites. Drawing as realistically as he could and feeling the music, he sketched every curve of the muscles around his abdomen. He drew eight wide abdominal muscles and a ripped chest too, plus the comic book superhero Thor’s biceps and broad shoulders, like a swimmer. Meanwhile, the song “Cassidy” played through the speakers. That song had always rung true for him because it had a wolf in it and John had always liked canines, starting with his pug Rocky. On and on he drew, all the details of the pool and his body—short swim trunks like the French wore that showed off his new cyclist legs—beside him emerged Maggie’s beautiful face.

      Drawing the body of his dreams was exhilarating. On some level, he felt like the act of drawing alone was manifesting his new figure, but he knew it wasn’t. How could it? Such fantasy had no basis in reality—the Madame had spent too much time around that silly ball of hers.

      The finished drawing was a masterpiece of self-love. He decided it needed some color, so he got some markers and colored in every square inch of the page. Hours later, the design was complete. Standing back, he studied it in awe.

      He removed his favorite Grateful Dead American Beauty poster from where it hung above his bed and tacked the drawing in its place. Then he went downstairs to eat.

      Lunchtime had arrived, and food was sizzling in his mind. He took the smallest plate out of the cupboard and ate three raw baby carrots and one twirl of turkey from a big plastic circular snack platter his mom had in the fridge. That was his first time eating a raw carrot and he wanted to spit it out. When he finished eating, he was even hungrier than before, but instead of returning to the fridge, he decided to go for a walk to clear his mind.
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            THE NEW JOHN

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, while lying in bed, Big John felt the emptiest feeling he had ever felt in his life. All these emotions came over him and his hands vibrated with that same warm energy they always had late at night. Only this time, he could no longer eat to make it go away. When he dozed off around 4 a.m., he dreamed about a sausage the size of a high rise that was attacking Los Angeles. Waking in a stupor, he stumbled into the bathroom and squinted two sleepy brown eyes at the mirror. Jumping back in alarm at the face that stared back at him, he was gripped by fear. He owned the face alright, but it was so different. It was chiseled and macho. He looked ten years older. Dumbstruck, his eyes traced his whole body, where chiseled muscle exploded from his chest to his ankles. Then he ran his hands along his abdominal muscles in a state of disbelief.

      After taking a few selfies and sending them to Mike and Chris, he showered, smiling the whole time while singing the Grateful Dead’s “Morning Dew.” After getting out, he realized he no longer had any clothes that would fit him. He would have to go shopping. Throwing on what had been his tightest old clothes that he had bought right after fat camp, he pulled his belt to the last hole and raced downstairs and out the door, unseen, past his parents who were having breakfast. The smell of the cooking bacon grease and grand biscuits didn’t faze him. Besides, he had no clue how he would begin to explain his new figure to his parents, or if they would even recognize him.

      John sort of danced while he walked all the way to J. Crew on the Santa Monica Third Street Promenade, where he had agreed to meet Mike and Chris. They were desperate to see his new figure, thinking he had used a filter to somehow doctor the photos.

      “Dude, who are you and what did you do with my friend?” Mike asked John as he approached. Flabbergasted, he grabbed John’s bicep to see if it was real.

      “It’s me, guys. That gypsy juju actually worked! I drew myself looking like this, and I woke up today looking like an action figure. I can’t explain it.”

      “What about Maggie? She won’t even recognize you now. You can’t see her until Spring Break is over. It would take you months to get in this kind of shape.”

      “Oh, damn guys, you’re right. I didn’t even think of that. What I am going to do?”

      “I don’t know, screw it,” Mike said.

      The boys went inside J. Crew and John tried on all the skinny jeans and thin person clothes he never could have dreamed of wearing before. He bought them all with his parent’s credit card he had for clothing expenses. After leaving J. Crew, cute girls and even grown women were checking John out everywhere the group went along the promenade. A knock-out with flame-red hair and equally red lipstick asked him for his number at the Coffee Bean. He gave it to her even though she was probably five years older than him.

      John got home at dusk. His mom had texted him throughout the day to check on him, and he told her he was at Mike’s. Although it made no sense—he would have to see his parents eventually—John still tried sneaking in through the garage door and up the back stairwell. That’s when his mom, Susan, immediately picked up a broom and tried to attack him.

      “Stop…wait…it’s me, Mom! It’s Big John!”

      Quickly, he moved into the light, and she recognized his face right away.

      “Oh honey, you have changed. It is you! What happened?” She stroked a hand along his face.

      “I don’t know, I just woke up and I was thin like this,” he said, shrugging.

      “What? Well, we’ve got to take you to the doctor. Come, let’s show your father now.”

      John followed his mother into the living room, where his dad, Henry, a bald man in his late fifties, was reading the newspaper. He didn’t look up.

      “Henry, look at John.”

      “Yeah, yeah, he looks great,” he said, continuing to read.

      “No! Henry, look at your son. He is thin! He has changed overnight.”

      Henry lowered the newspaper and looked at his son over his tortoiseshell reading glasses.

      “You look good, John! What you been doing, working out?” he said, vaguely squinting to take in his son’s appearance.

      “I just went to the gym a lot last week, pop, that’s all.”

      “Good, keep it up. Maybe you can play high school ball now and get a scholarship to USC, so I don’t have to pay for it.” He went back to his paper.

      “Henry, your son has really changed overnight! Now, I think we should take him to some kind of specialist.”

      “No Mom, I don’t want to go!”

      “Oh hell, leave the boy alone,” Henry said, glancing up over his paper. “Can’t you see he just had a little growth spurt? He’s trying to make it in high school. That is the hardest place in the world to be. It’s a battleground, I tell you.”

      “See Mom, it’s fine. Thanks, Dad. I gotta go upstairs now. I am so tired.”

      “Okay, but promise me you won’t lift any more weight—you are too fit, John.”

      “I promise. Love you.”

      At that moment, John’s beloved dog, Rocky, a pug with a waistline a tad too thick, wagged over to John with his tongue hanging hopelessly out of his mouth. John showered the little dog he loved so dearly with affection. After a few minutes of petting Rocky, John excused himself and went upstairs to sleep. The next day, he had big plans to go walking along Montana Avenue and be seen by some ladies.
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      John strolled down Montana Avenue, wearing a pair of faded stone-washed blue jeans and a white V-neck T-shirt that glued to his new muscles on the electric day of sunshine under a perfect blue sky.

      He desperately wanted to see Maggie May and show off his new body, but he knew it would have to wait until spring break was over. Mike and Chris were right about that.

      As he cruised past the hip funky boutiques lining the street, he noticed a red Ferrari up ahead. A well-groomed Latin man got out, wearing a white linen oxford with a baby blue shirt beneath. As he approached John, he stopped in front of him, extending his grand, tan hand.

      “I am Federico, nice to meet you.”

      “John,” John said, shaking the man’s hand.

      “Man, you’ve really got the look, my friend. What agency are you with?” Federico put his hands on his hips. John noticed the gold he was wearing.

      “No agency.”

      “Really? Well, it’s our lucky day. Take my card. I want to represent you. I am the biggest independent agent for models and actors in LA.”

      “Wow, thanks,” John said, taking the card and studying it.

      “We are having a big party tonight at the Kirkeby Mansion in Beverly Hills. Everyone is going to be there. You should come.”

      “Okay, neat. I will be there.”

      “Give me your number and I will text you the address.”

      “All right, thanks boss.”

      As Federico walked away, John stood there baffled in amazement. During his fat days, no one ever invited him and The Zoo Crew to parties. Come to think of it, no one invited them anywhere. Now he was going to a party at the Kirkeby Mansion in Beverly Hills with connected people. Dreams of fame flashed through his mind. Doing a happy dance, he glided down the street. He wrote Federico to put Mike and Chris on the guest list.

      That night, Mike, Chris, and John pulled up in a taxi to the sprawling mansion and stepped out dressed head to toe in their best garments.

      As they approached the mansion, their jaws slacked open in disbelief and time seemed to stop for a moment. Up ahead, a herd of lingerie models walked through the mahogany front door. The three chuckled and pointed.

      Inside, they were greeted by more opulence than they had ever witnessed in their short lives. Famous actors and musicians and models mingled in the stew of the cocktail party.

      The three went over to the hors d’oeuvres table after John ordered them three whiskey sours from the open bar—his cleft chin passed for his ID.

      After handing his buddies the drinks, John started piling sliders, deviled eggs, and caviar on his plate. The plate stacked high with food by the time he reached the end of the table, he was about to gobble it all up, but Madame’s voice seared into his brain. He could see himself getting fat again in an instant, so he dumped the plate in the trash and got a new one, tossing on some carrots and pickles along with a ham twirl, and ate it all very slowly, savoring every morsel.

      A drop-dead gorgeous blonde in a tight black sequin cocktail dress approached him and started flirting.

      “What’s your name? I’m Mercedes.” She took a baby carrot off his plate and sucked on it slowly.

      “John,” he said politely and smiled. She ate the carrot.

      “You know, I don’t usually come to these things.”

      “Me neither,” John said.

      “Who do you work for?”

      “Well, I just signed with Federico.”

      “Oh, he’s so great, you’ll adore him. He’ll do anything for you.” She turned and placed her hands on the table, arching her back and looking up into his eyes with a sexy gaze. “I once had this job for Victoria’s Secret and he got me five figures for it. No joke.”

      “Really? Yeah, you do look familiar,” John said and turned his head away, amazed by the dull conversation. At that moment, Mercedes slid her hand down his leg, touching his crotch. He almost got an erection in front of everyone, but started thinking about fire alarms and stopped that event from occurring.

      Right at that moment, across the room, his eye caught a stunning Asian woman. She had long natural wavy black hair and wasn’t wearing much make-up, but she had the most radiant natural beauty ever. Her dressed-down T-shirt and white jeans appealed to John, awash in the sea of jackets and cocktail dresses.

      John pried his body from Mercedes’s spell and walked over to the dazzling woman. When he got to her, by accident, he slipped and fell. The Asian girl immediately rushed over to help him, which impressed him even more.

      “Oh, I am so sorry, are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” John said, looking up into her eyes. He was lost in the dark recesses of her soul. “How are you?”

      “I am fine. My name’s Angela.”

      “Nice to meet you, I’m John. People call me Big John though, usually. What are you doing here?”

      “I am a singer. Federico is my agent. I am just getting started. Had my first solo gig at Whiskey a Go Go last weekend.”

      “Oh, sweet! I love music. Hey, you want me to grab you a drink?” John asked.

      At that moment, a man with black slicked-back hair and a grey beard, wearing a midnight suit approached. It was Angela’s manager, Tom Mason.

      “Angela, who is this lad you are talking with?” Tom asked.

      “This is John, he’s a…?”

      “A model,” John said, extending his hand.

      “Oh great, Tom Mason, nice to meet you.” Tom looked unimpressed by John.

      “Angela, let’s make the rounds, there’s some people I want to introduce you to.”

      “Okay sure. Bye John, it was so nice to meet you.”

      Angela and Tom vanished into the swirl of wealthy suits and designer dresses in the living room. Mike and Chris walked over.

      “Did you see Bradley Cooper is here!?” Mike said.

      “Yeah and we just saw Margot Robbie walk by while we were on our way to the bathroom. This is so rad,” Chris said.

      “Really? Wow, some blonde model grabbed my pecker. It was incredible,” John bragged, even though the event had been less than exciting to him.

      “Really, no way!”

      “Yeah, this ‘being fit’ thing has its perks,” John said and laughed.

      At that moment, someone got thrown in the pool outside and the crowd of Italian designer jackets followed the racket out through the opened French doors to see what all the commotion was about. Many people began jumping in the pool fully dressed as well.

      The crew mingled for a while, but when the clock struck ten, they knew they had to get back to Mike’s basement before his mom found out they were missing.

      That night, the trio stayed up until the sun rose, talking about the party and all the people they’d seen. It was a brave new world, one of flash and fame. One of opulence. One that was completely unknown to them. They all had dreams now, even Mike and Chris, of being famous one day and rolling in such circles like it was no big deal.
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      Early the next morning, John said goodbye to his buddies and went home. Around noon, he got a call from Federico for his first modeling gig, a Ralph Lauren shoot on the beach in Malibu. John needed to be there that afternoon, and the gig drew $20,000. John almost dropped the phone, speechless when Federico said the amount. In a whirlwind of business frenzy, Federico emailed a contract and put John’s parents in touch with a manager named Bob Floss. Susan, John’s mom, still in a slight state of shock at John’s new appearance, allowed the possibility of easy money to override any fears she had, which were plentiful. She printed out the contract, signed her consent, and scanned and emailed it back to Bob later that afternoon. That signature marked the beginning of John’s new life as a model. And he was certain Maggie May would be very impressed; all he could think about was telling her the whole story, starting from his fateful appointment with the fortune-teller.

      The Ralph Lauren shoot started with John removing his shirt and getting his body wet in the ocean while wearing a pair of khaki cargo shorts. Next, some slinky model his age from Colombia with large breasts crawled into his arms while they frolicked in the sea.

      When the shoot was over, he desperately wanted to post the shot with the Latin model as his Facebook profile image right away to show off to Maggie, but he knew everyone would by shocked by his sudden appearance change.

      While waiting in his trailer they had provided him to use for the day, the girl, whose name was Valentina and who turned out to be two years older than him, knocked on the trailer door. He swung it open and she pounced, pulling him to the sofa. They made out for a while before she left. The moment washed over him like he had won the lottery. A girl like that never would have given him the time of day before. He wanted more attention like that from beautiful women.

      Now he wondered about Maggie May and what she would do when she saw his new appearance. He just had to give her a call. He had gotten her name and number from Chris who knew a girlfriend of hers and had it stored in his phone. John had never been brave enough to call Maggie, but he felt free of that now. Dialing her number, he waited, his heart pounding in his chest.

      “Hello?” she answered.

      “Hey Maggie, it’s Big John.”

      “John, hey guy, how are you?”

      “Great, I am actually on my first modeling gig in Malibu for Ralph Lauren.”

      “What? Modeling? Really? That’s cool. So you are representing the plus-size thing?”

      “Well, no, it’s not like that. It’s Ralph Lauren.”

      “Hey John, I gotta run, my mom needs me to take our Yorkshire to the doggie spa for her daily meditation and hypnotherapy
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