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CHAPTER ONE

Lydia still had to go to school. There was no question. She'd be in the way if she stayed. So, when Dad was finally quiet and asleep, she crept downstairs and took a thirteen minute shower, with the water turned as hot as it would go, which wasn't hot enough. She scrubbed her arms with a loofa. She went in circles, until she could see white flakes of skin coming off like eraser dust, then little pinpricks of red. The water streams looked blue against the blue shower, and she'd left the overhead lights off, so the curtain cast a blue shadow over everything.
Her skin was tomato red when she got out of the shower. The steam rose from her arms like little plumes of smoke, then disappeared. She would weigh herself only after she dried off and used the hair dryer. It was important to get completely dry first because even a little extra water could add artificial weight. She scrubbed the towel on her skin like she was scouring a pan. Then the hair dryer -- kept in the same spot on her head until it burned, until she could barely stand it any longer. Then came the most important moment of the day.
She stepped on the scale. She looked down at her feet -- at the toenails, cut so short that she could feel the new skin underneath them. She watched the needle on the scale waver over the numbers. It looked like a speedometer needle. The needle settled on its number -- not the number Lydia wanted it to be.
She stood on the edge of the bath tub so she could examine her stomach in the mirror. She poked at the softer spots so she would really disgust herself -- especially that spot right beneath her belly button, that little pillow of fat that the belly button curved into. She wished her whole stomach could be like the inside of the belly button -- rough, star-shaped, and at least a few millimeters flatter than her real belly. She climbed down to take a good look at her face, then washed it twice to make sure her eyes didn't show any red around the edges. That was the last thing Mom and Dad needed.
Lydia dressed in three layers and sat fully clothed under the heater for a minute, listening to its hum, not moving. She pretended she was in New York with Bette -- that this was Bette's bathroom. They were getting ready to go to college -- they were both in college. They were going to stop at Starbucks on the way. Bette would order a gigantic coffee, and Lydia wouldn't have to order anything, but she'd get a cup to carry around. And they'd walk along the streets of New York and look at all those faces -- all their blank stares, like Bette described. Lydia would catch her reflection in a store window, and she'd be thin and graceful and sophisticated and perfect. Then maybe Mom and Dad would come to New York too. Dad would have no Meniere's disease, no hearing problems, no attacks of vertigo. They'd go to that huge library Bette talked about, and they'd sit next to the cement lions, holding coffee cups and being quiet -- not because they had to this time, but because it felt nice, because there was no need to say anything. Everyone felt the same.
Lydia opened the bathroom door and headed out. Mom sat in the kitchen, holding a cup of coffee in her hand. The coffee inside the cup was too milky, and by the way Mom stroked the sides of the mug, Lydia could tell the coffee was already cold. Mom stared at some spot in the air in front of her.
"Mom?"
She held out a hand and touched Lydia's sleeve. Mom's hand was like Bette's, with long fingers and freckles.
"Dad had an attack this morning," Mom said, and Lydia imagined the faces of New Yorkers, completely blank. She tried to do that with her face.
"He's sleeping now?"
Mom nodded and opened her arms for a hug. Lydia rested her head on Mom's shoulder and let the flannel pajamas close on her. She could smell the lemony remnants of whatever Mom used to clean up Dad's vomit. She tried to listen for Mom's heartbeat, but it was too soft. The lace on Mom's cuffs brushed against Lydia's ears once, then twice, then settled there until Mom let go. She held Lydia there to make long eye contact in a way that made Lydia want to get away -- go somewhere free from Mom's eyes and what Lydia was supposed to know from looking at them. It was embarrassing.
Lydia tried to think of the best thing to say, but there was no best thing, and she couldn't look at Mom anymore -- so Lydia left as quietly as she could. When she closed the door, she held the doorknob carefully before letting it rotate back to closed, so it wouldn't make even a clicking sound.
---
Lydia had a singing lesson with Miss Ruben first thing. Miss Ruben was beautiful. Everyone thought so. She didn't have a thick neck, like Mrs. Englewood. She didn't even have any extra fat around her middle or on the backs of her arms. She was skinny, and Lydia wished she knew how Miss Ruben did it. She probably skipped breakfast every day, but that wasn't hard. Maybe she ran a few miles every morning, or maybe she ate only salads, no dressing. Maybe Lydia should start running more. Three miles was nothing, really. She could probably do five -- maybe eight.
Lydia had her singing lessons in the practice room -- a tiny room with sky blue walls, sound cork that looked like a wasps' nest, and nothing else in it but a piano and a table where kids dropped their books. Lydia came here during study hall to practice. Jennifer B. was here to practice today too. She sat on the floor with her back against the wall, watching Lydia or Miss Ruben or maybe nothing.
Eight miles would burn at least eight hundred calories. Eight hundred calories amounted to the exact minimum a person needed each day, so if Lydia burned an extra eight hundred, she could burn a total of sixteen hundred calories a day. Sixteen hundred calories had to make a difference.
Lydia stood in the center of the room, ready to start. She watched Miss Ruben sit at the piano bench. When she scooted the bench in, the wood made a screech against the floor, like a dying seal. The edge of Miss Ruben's skirt touched the floor, and Lydia could see that the background of the flower print matched the gray of the floor exactly. Miss Ruben raised her hands to the piano keys.
Lydia had to start on a D, which wasn't a bad note for her. She adjusted her shoulders so she was standing tall, tried to be sure her feet were shoulder-length's width apart and that her chin wasn't at the wrong angle. Then the first note came, clear and outside herself, like someone else was singing it -- nobody like her. She looked toward Jennifer B., who was smiling in a vacant sort of way, twisting a long strand of hair around her thick finger. Lydia sucked in for the two-line trill. She raised her eyebrows, set her shoulders firm, and trilled until the second to last note, where the air stopped and her voice trailed into breathy nothing. She felt her cheeks run red, and pulled the D again to end the section. Jennifer B. smiled a weird kind of smile. If she were a man, she'd look lecherous.
"Beautiful," Miss Ruben said. "Such a clear voice, like an angel."
But Miss Ruben had to say nice things like that.
"I didn't get the run," Lydia said.
---

Lydia went to the sewing room at lunchtime, to work on the quilt she was making for Mom, a crazy quilt, the sewing teacher called it, which really meant that it had no set pattern. Lydia sat there alone or maybe with a freshman or two, like the large girl with permed hair who listened to Garth Brooks while she ironed.
Lydia didn't talk with her. Sometimes, when the girl didn't notice, Lydia would just sit and watch her, wondering what her life was like. Sometimes the girl brought in her lunch, although no one was allowed to eat in the sewing room. She usually brought a Mountain Dew and a sandwich, usually a sandwich with some kind of meat and mustard -- and Fritos. She always brought Fritos. She'd brush the salt from her fingers after each chip, and she'd crunch them with her mouth open, like someone with a cold trying to eat and breathe through her mouth at the same time.
Fritos had one hundred, eighty calories per serving. And a little bag like that had two servings, not one. That fact made Lydia so sad.
Lydia sewed by hand, tiny stitches less than a millimeter, so sometimes she'd accidentally put the needle in the same weave of fabric she'd pulled it from. She never went to the cafeteria anymore. She was safe here, away from the calories, the process of digestion. She didn't have to pick a table in the back, hoping no one would sit next to her. Nobody in the sewing room would come up to her with a carton of chocolate milk and ask her to take it, like Amy Spegler did last week. Amy Spegler had a high thyroid. She couldn't gain weight if she tried. Her eyes bulged like a dragonfly, and she was the skinniest girl in school. When she wore short sleeves, her arms hung out like pencils. The skinniest girl in school -- offering chocolate milk, for god's sake.
At least the freshman with the Fritos wouldn't give Lydia chocolate milk. Lydia could sit here and make her millimeter-sized stitches. And it didn't hurt to be hungry. It felt good most of the time. Finally, she was getting clean. She couldn't poop or sweat or get zits. She could get rid of her body. She could become nothing -- the square root of zero. She pricked her finger with the needle, and a bead of blood formed in a sphere at the tip.
---
When Lydia got home from school, the kitchen was empty. Mom's blue coffee mug sat on the table, where she'd set it to hug Lydia that morning. The coffee pot was still on, humming like it was trying to brew air. The room was gray in the almost-dark light. The phone rang, and Lydia answered.

"Lydia? It's me."
Bette sounded like she'd been running. Maybe she exercised now. Lydia tipped Mom's mug and looked at the leftover coffee inside. It was the color of milk chocolate.
"Lydia, we're coming to visit. Jesse and I."
"Who's Jesse?"
Lydia smelled the coffee. It smelled like dirt. She tilted the cup as far as she could without spilling. She wanted to touch the coffee. It was probably greasy.
"The filmmaker. The friend who's doing the documentary on me. I told you about him, right?"
"No."
Bette didn't tell Lydia anything anymore. Not even about important things like documentaries. Lydia tilted the mug in another direction and looked at the veins in her hands, which were puffy. They bulged.
"Well, I'm coming home, and he's coming with me. He wants to film you guys. Are Mom and Dad there?"
"No. He wants to film us?"
But Bette was already talking again. Lydia pictured her in Grandpa's apartment, standing in running shoes, ready to run out the door. Maybe Bette had running shoes now. That's why this Jesse person wanted to do the documentary on her. She was an athlete.
"Oh, well you'll tell them about it, right? We're coming next Friday. We already have the flight. It was one of those last minute deals. Oh, I've gotta go. I'll talk to you soon, okay?"
When Lydia set the phone in its cradle, it made a little ringing sound, like it was trying to call her back. Mom's note was tacked right next to the phone. She'd written it on hot pink paper, with a marker that looked black against the pink. Lydia knew the ink was really blue. She'd used the marker yesterday. She stared at the letters and numbers for a while, until they formed a double image that moved from the note to the countertop.
"Lydia, call us at the hospital after 7:30. They're just running tests."
Lydia carried the note with her to the window, where she looked out at the blue snow. If she looked, she could see the room reflected on this side of the window, and in the reflection, she could see the note in her hand. She took the note to the bathroom, where she turned on the heating fan, then went upstairs to get her running clothes. She grabbed the sweats that she'd left draped on the bed and went back to the bathroom. It had started to warm up inside. She set the note on the edge of the sink. The paper looked an even hotter pink next to the white porcelain. She sat on the toilet lid and untied her shoes. She pulled off her first layer of socks and left on the second. She moved the note to the top of the hamper where it wouldn't get wet. She ran the sink's water until it was hot, then stuck her hands under the stream until they were red and burning. That felt good. She put her face to the air coming from the overhead fan, closed her eyelids, and tried to pretend she didn't feel cold.
She took off her first shirt -- a striped velour sweatshirt she'd made in sewing class. Then she pulled off the long-sleeved T-shirt underneath, leaving only her long-john shirt. The air was getting warm now, and she shivered only a little. She pulled off her corduroy pants and stood, full of goose-bumps, in her long-john shirt and pants. She breathed in and peeled them off. They stuck a little to spots of her dry skin. She pulled off her panties and bra, then stood on the scale. She looked up at the ceiling heater once more, then down at the number. It hadn't changed since this morning.
Eight miles this afternoon, and she'd be eight hundred calories lighter. In just a month of this, with the right diet, she could lose 13.7 pounds. 13.7 pounds, and maybe things would be okay. Then she'd lose just a few more, just in case.
She went to the mirror and pinched the skin on her stomach, the sides of her arms. She stretched her long-johns on again. They bagged in the back and at the waist, which made her feel a little better. Then she pulled on the lavender jogging pants, two T-shirts, a sweatshirt, a puffy pair of mittens, and hat. She folded the note into thirds and put it inside her left mitten. The paper felt sharp against her hand. She sat on the toilet seat again and waited for her cheeks to warm from the heat. Then she left the bathroom, headed through the kitchen, out the door, and ran down the driveway.
The light outside was purple. Mrs. Adleman, across the street, hadn't put on the lamp in her living room yet. Lydia wondered what Mrs. Adleman did in there all night by herself. She wondered if Mrs. Adleman had any brothers or sisters -- if there was anyone who called her to say hello once in a while. She wondered what would happen if she stopped to visit sometime, if maybe Mrs. Adleman would like that, maybe even come to think of Lydia as hers, her friend or maybe her granddaughter. Lydia made a right and ran past the mint green house with the motion light, past the house of the people who owned two Dobermans that never barked, then past the park and down toward the railroad tracks by the river. The river looked black right before dusk -- and so calm that the water was a mirror for the trees above, already naked for winter. It looked like a postcard without the glossiness. No people, no sound.
Lydia was cold again. She forced herself to run fast. She tuned her breath to different tones, listened to it running in and out, shallow, then full. She counted her breaths and lost count at twenty-six.
Eight hundred calories, minus ninety calories for the carton of skim milk. Round it up to an even hundred, just to be safe. That left seven hundred calories. Maybe she could run through dinner -- maybe Mom and Dad wouldn't notice. They might not even be back in time. If she did that, she would have a calorie difference of negative fifteen hundred today, her best so far. By the end of the month, she'd be skinny -- maybe as skinny as Miss Ruben, or if she was lucky, as skinny as Amy Spegler.
As she ran, Lydia tried out different ways of holding the folded note inside her mitten. She curled her fingers around it. Then she tried keeping her hand perfectly straight, so the note would lay flat against her palm. The paper felt warmer now, and the edges were a little softer. Lydia's muscles were getting warm too. She forced herself to go faster.
---

Lydia sat in front of the living room's heat register, not turning on the lights for evening. The note was in her pocket now, bending when she bent. It was almost six o'clock. The sky outside was electric blue, and the walls inside had faded to a new and darker color. Lydia's fingers in front of the metal rungs didn't look like her own. They were whiter than usual, sheets of paper scrunched to look like hands. The register spewed out its last bit of warm air and hissed to a stop. Adam would be coming soon -- Adam, who had taken her to prom and out to movies but not as a date.
Lydia put her hand inside the pocket to check on the note. Still there.
The prom dress was too big now. Lydia remembered the way her legs stuck out below the hem in the pictures, the way the upper thigh looked, fleshy, the color of an uncooked leg of chicken.
She wondered if she should get a tape measure and measure her thighs now -- if she could track the circumference of thighs just like tracking her weight. She could measure her waist and upper arms too. She could keep a record, write the numbers in black pen. After Adam came and went, Lydia would get the tape measure from Mom's sewing things. That's what she would do.
The room was officially dark now. There was a clicking, and the register started spitting hot air again. Lydia put her hands up to the dry air, put her toes up to the rungs, watched the pale moon out there and the blue snow, the divots where Dad had stepped when refilling the bird feeder.
There was a thump at the door and a jingle as Adam let himself in, then stood in the doorway of the living room. He smelled like outside air, and his hair was messed at the top, maybe from the wind or maybe because he thought it looked cooler like that. Maybe Lydia had told him once that she liked it messy.
"It's dark in here," he said, and when he flipped the switch, the room turned buttery.
Lydia moved over to give Adam room to sit next to her. He sat crossed-legged, his corduroy knee almost touching hers.
"I'm sorry I'm late," he said. "It's warm in here."
She nodded. She smiled. She told him she had to call her parents at 7:30, that he couldn't stay long. He didn't ask her why. Adam had the skinniest legs. His thigh circumference was probably smaller than Lydia's. The hot air stopped blowing from the register again, and everything was quiet. Adam's face was pink in spots, like he had windburn, maybe. Sometimes, when they were sitting like this, Lydia imagined him confessing that he had wanted to take her to the prom, that it hadn't been just as friends.
"I've been thinking," he would say, "I mean -- that I feel for you more than, you know -- more than a friend."
He never did say it, though, and he didn't now either. Maybe he could tell -- could see that she'd been waiting for him to say something like that for a while.
"Do you feel that way too? About me, I mean?" he would say.
He wouldn't say that now either, and maybe it didn't matter anymore. Not now, anyway. Lydia looked toward her legs again. She wanted to rip them in half -- maybe take a paring knife to them and pare them down until they matched his, until there was nothing there at all.
"Lydia?"
His clothes smelled like they'd been in a drawer for a long time. It was a closed-in smell. He leaned in a little, and she wanted to lean away but didn't.
"I'm sorry," she said, and she paused, because already his face had changed. She forced herself to keep going with what might be a lie. "I guess I'm a little tired for hanging out," she said.
He didn't look at her again. When he raised his head he seemed to be looking over her shoulder at the wallpaper or into the other room. "I guess I better go, then -- at least for now," he said. His face hit a funny angle from the light above, so it shined.
Lydia wanted to ask him to stay, but she didn't. He left quietly.
Then Lydia was alone at the heat register. She felt her cold skin growing hot, and the register kicked in again. This time, the humming sounded like someone crying, or like the breaths between cries, stretched out to cover all other sounds. Five thousand, three hundred and twenty calories was more than a pound, but she should do better. If she ate only a hundred calories for dinner each night, how many calories would she have burned by the end of the day? She calculated while she went into Mom's room to find the tape measure.
---
Lydia set the note on the kitchen table. It had been folded and refolded many times now. The paper's creases were so soft they felt like fabric. She held the phone to her ear with both hands -- one on the base of the mouthpiece and one toward the top. There was one ring -- long and low, like a doorbell. Lydia counted one and a half seconds before the second ring came. She counted a third ring, then a fourth. She took the note from the counter and held it half open in her hand. After six rings she hung up. She looked at the number again to make sure that was really a six, not a zero. She called again. She hung up again. She tried the number with a zero.
"Jungle Video. How can I serve you today?"
She hung up again. She called the original number. She let it ring twelve times, then thirteen. She hung up again. She sat on the floor and balanced the note on her knee. She held the phone in her hand and counted to 77. Then she called again. She let it ring 7 times. Nobody answered. She hunch over herself as she sat, holding her stomach in with her folded arms so that none of her fat could come through, so she could hardly breathe. She was still sitting there when the cowbell rigged up to the door rang, and Mom and Dad brought the cold air inside.
---
"I'm sorry, honey. We were almost home already," Mom said.
Mom was already sitting, holding a cup of decaf with both hands, her bony ankles crossed over each other. Dad hunched over a piece of paper with scribbles on it. He stood to walk toward the refrigerator, then sat again. Mom asked Lydia to sit. That meant there was news. They were going to say that Dad was in serious danger. That's what they'd found out with the tests, and now this was it. Lydia stared at the terrycloth loops on the table until they went blurry.
"We have a decision to make," Mom said. "There's a surgery that could help Dad, but it would likely destroy his hearing."
Lydia breathed in.
"We don't know what we're going to do yet. We're going to give it a few months and decide."
"The surgery would make Dad deaf?"
Dad nodded. He made a few more marks on the scrap of paper, then swiveled it to show it to Lydia. The paper was a graph with a wavy line. On top of the graph, Dad's block letters said "Pain threshold with noise." Underneath was a picture of an ear. There was a scribble right in the center of the ear.
"Oh," Lydia said. She wondered what it would be like if Dad couldn't hear anything.
Lydia wanted to put her hands on Dad's ears, to warm them up with her hands. Mom moved to the left of her chair, then back to the right.
"Lydia, we're worried about you," she said.
Lydia breathed out slowly.
"You don't eat anything. You need to eat," Dad said.
It was the first time, probably, that Dad had used the word need. After saying it, he got up and walked to the refrigerator, then back again. He paced like that for a few seconds before Mom crossed her ankles the other way and said, "We're worried about you. We think you might be anorexic."
Lydia looked at Dad's ears. Each earlobe was a little pink. Lydia wondered if she could give Dad her ears -- if there was a transplant or something, like they did with kidneys.
"You know you're too thin, don't you?" Mom said.
Too thin. That was good. Too thin meant Lydia was getting skinny -- not as skinny as Amy Spegler, not as skinny as if Mom had said emaciated or something like that, but too thin was good.
"You're going to eat now, all right?" Dad said. "No more of this."
Lydia nodded at what he was saying, and that was the end of it. Dad stopped pacing and went into the bathroom to get ready for bed. Mom still sat there, holding the mug in both hands, staring off into distance.
"What's going to happen if Dad goes deaf?" Lydia said. "Is that all they can do?"
Mom's eyes were watery again. She nodded as she pulled Lydia into a hug. Lydia could feel Mom's heart beating in the hug.
"I love you, honey," Mom said. "You know that, right?"
Lydia nodded at that too. The slippery fabric of Mom's blouse swished against her ears. She liked the way it sounded. For a second, Lydia didn't think about things. She didn't think about Dad's paper on the table with the graph making a straight line, but then Mom pulled away slowly. She brushed a bit of hair from Lydia's face, and Lydia did think about things again.
On her way to bed, Lydia pulled Dad's slip of paper from the table and held it in her hand as she walked upstairs. If she lost ten more pounds, she might be emaciated, and if she lost twenty pounds, maybe she'd be like those nuns she'd read about who fasted for days and wore those really disgusting hair shirts in the middle of the summer so they'd sweat a lot and be miserable. When they died they were declared saints -- maybe not saints. Now she couldn't remember, but they were declared good people, anyway. That's all Lydia wanted. Lydia pulled the covers back and slipped into bed, trying not to move the sheets as she did. She rolled to her side and held Dad's paper up to her ear. If she listened closely enough, she thought she might hear some kind of answer to things.
(End of Chapter One. Go to Chapter Two)
---
* 114 -- Weighed in Science class. Heather, who was definitely skinny but much taller, weighed exactly the same. This was somehow comforting to Lydia, even though it didn't mean anything.
122 -- Prom. An overweight boy asked Lydia to go with him. She hated that his weight bothered her, so she went to the prom with him. When he wrote a poem about her, she didn't eat anything for three days. The surprising thing was that it didn't hurt to be hungry.
119 -- School musical. When being fitted for her costume, Miss Ruben commented that Lydia had measurements exactly 10 inches apart. Miss Ruben was trying to be nice.
115 -- The lifeguards had to clear out the basement in the middle of the summer, and there was an old scale, which everyone tried. When Lydia stepped on it, Brad said, "You're a peanut!" Lydia couldn't figure out if that was a good thing or a bad thing.
110 -- Summer vacation with Mom and Dad. Lydia brought a turquoise plastic bowl and had cereal for every meal. Mom and Dad didn't say anything.
105 -- Tore open a loaf of cinnamon bread in a moment of weakness and ate seven slices of bread in less than five minutes. Afterwards, 100 sit-ups.
104 -- Figured out how to stave off the temptation of cinnamon bread by drinking 3 or 4 Diet Cokes with cereal at lunch.
101 -- Switched to dry cereal, instead of cereal with milk.
97 -- Used a mug instead of a bowl for cereal.
90 -- Switched to salad. Instead of dressing, salt and pepper.
86 -- Nothing, as long as she could get away with it.
(return to where you were before the link)
---
** A weird thing was how cold Lydia always was. Nobody else seemed to get so cold inside the house, and she had to do a lot to stay warm:
Clothes
Mom didn't like that Lydia shopped at Goodwill, because who knows who had worn the clothes before. Lydia didn't want new clothes, though. It felt better to buy them used. Sometimes, Lydia would make clothes herself. In sewing class, she made a long-sleeved T-shirt (blue and red stripes) to wear underneath other clothes. After a while, the T-shirt wasn't enough to keep warm. She switched to long underwear shirts. Then she'd wear the long underwear shirt, a T-shirt, and a sweater. She got long underwear in red and blue plaid patterns to wear underneath her corduroy pants, and she wore two socks on each foot. At home, when no one was around, she would sometimes wear her winter coat and hat inside -- or she would wrap her torso in a blanket and put another blanket around her shoulders, so she felt like a burrito. It was never enough.
Other Stuff
* Drinking lots of hot water was good, because it warmed her inside. Sometimes, she just held the hot cup without drinking.
* Sitting in the bathroom with the overhead heater on. The bathroom was small enough to get warm fast. When Lydia was inside, she never wanted to leave.
* Going on a long run.
* Sitting in front of the heat register in the living room. It kicked off after the house reached 70 degrees, so sometimes Lydia would turn up the thermostat -- to 72, 75. If no one would be home for a while, she'd turn it to 79.
(return to where you were before the link)
---
*** It was one of Lydia's earliest memories, so she must have been maybe four years old. Bette and Lydia had their own Fisher Price record player, and the best thing was to put on the twist song, then jump around. Lydia sang with the record, because she knew every word: "Come on baby, let's do the twist! Come on baaaaaby, let's do the twist! Take me by your little ha-and. It goes like this." Lydia spun in circles, as fast as she could go. "Round and around and up and down you gooo, again." Faster and faster, until the walls and the bookshelves and the couch and the curtains and pine tree outside the window all blurred into each other. Then she'd fall to the floor and watch the room keep spinning just like the record, then finally slow to a stop.
When Dad first got sick, Lydia was spinning. Mom ran into the room while it was spinning, and the threads of hair falling out of the ponytail and the reflection of light from her glasses blended with the gold lamp on the end table and the wood bookshelf. Lydia fell to a stop, and the room slowed. Mom separated from the other things in the room, and Lydia saw her face.
"That hurts Daddy's ears," she said.
It was a kind way to say it, but Lydia knew what fear looked like. Lydia was putting everyone in serious danger, with all the singing and spinning. She had to learn how to use her inside voice, how to walk lightly, how to watch Daddy for signs of pain from the noise. She had to learn to be careful of other people, because any moment something she did could be hurting them. She had to keep herself contained.
It was because of the Meniere's Disease that Dad's ears hurt like that. Dad couldn't go on roller coasters or have long conversations or eat any salt at all. Even worse, he cried sometimes during an attack. Lydia could hear it sometimes coming from the bedroom or the bathroom. It was a tight, high sound, a sound ready to snap. It was the worst sound in the world, and when she heard it, Lydia didn't want to spin anymore. That's what caused this whole mess. Everyone was afraid of it -- Mom and Bette too.
Lydia would be so quiet she couldn't hurt anyone.
(return to where you were before the link)
---
**** Lydia knew, even while she was doing it, that her behavior was weird. She'd read about the men who agreed to be starved for a study done after World War II by a guy named Ansel Keys. She liked reading about how the men felt like her when they didn't eat -- how they loved reading about food, how they wanted all their food to be hot, how they put salt on everything and drank lots and lots of coffee and tea. She liked reading about how they worried too -- how they bit their fingernails and how one man even decided to hurt himself by cutting off his fingers. She wasn't the only one who had these feelings. Even men post-WWII had them.
But her favorite part of the study was the stuff about how the men were conscientious objectors to war. They participated in the study to make a statement about war, to help show the world just how terrible war's consequences could be. This is because so many people starved during World War II. Lydia wished that her starvation could be for a good cause like that. She wanted to believe that not eating (or at least not eating meat) could help stop war or violence or do something good for other people. She couldn't see anything good that she could do, though, so in the meantime, she'd just try to stay out of the way.
(return to where you were before the link)

YOU NEED ENERGY RIGHT AWAY -- SOMETHING BIG AND EXCITING.
Shit. Jesse hates this part. He's been standing here with this stuff for twenty minutes or something, scrubbing. The pen must have been permanent, because the ink's gotten down into the grooves of his skin and the lines of his knuckles, like a disease. But the letters are faded almost to nothing now. He can read them only because he knows what they are.
He lets the bar of Lava soap slide back into the sink, green and slimy, like something from Ghostbusters -- the scene with that goopy thing that they blasted away in the library, with all the library cards flopping around in the green ooze and the Ghostbuster with the glasses -- Egon was his name -- Egon coming in and blasting the thing away.
Ghostbusters was a decent movie -- a classic. If everyone in Jesse's class were turning out stuff like that, maybe Jesse wouldn't be doing documentaries. Or maybe he would. Documentaries have weight. They get at the truth of things -- and so will this one, if he can get something decent out of Bette.
He wipes both hands on the towel by the sink, then gets a good look at them -- cracked and dry like Dad's hands used to get in winter -- big and square, with the same deep ridges in the fingernails.
He grabs a ballpoint and writes on the usual spot, in the smooth square between the knuckle and the wrist:
GET HER TO TALK ABOUT HER FAMILY. SOMETHING CANDID.
Then he slips the pen in his pocket. He's got to start carrying it around with him.
---
The air is wet outside, like someone misted everything with a spray bottle. The sidewalk too. Everything's gray in the city -- even the people walking by. Jesse gets a shot of Bette -- the back of her head mostly and the hair swinging at her shoulders. She's got it in a headband today, and it makes her look English, with that buttoned coat and her little gloves. The top button of her coat is undone, and he wants to button it for her, because it's cold as hell out here. She could get sick or something.
She's walking quickly -- not because they're late or anything but because that's what people do on their way to the airport. He could do a documentary some day on people going to the airport and what they're thinking. That could be interesting. But then airports generally suck.
He gets a shot of Port Authority from the outside -- the homeless guys standing in the doorways, the trench coats going in and out. Bette leads Jesse to the right, past a cart selling bracelets, a T-shirt stand, a coffee shop that smells like eggs, and to the line for the buses to Newark. He gets a shot of the people standing in line -- a girl in a puffy turquoise coat sitting on top of a suitcase, a man with his briefcase, a couple holding hands, like they're waiting for something shitty to happen.
Jesse likes having the camera in his hands like this. It was the smallest Sony on the market last summer -- a 3-chip Sony digital and nicer than anything he's had, probably in his life. He sometimes thinks how good it would be to get a shot of the camera itself, to maybe get a few Polaroids of it from different angles, with the screen open, then closed, with and without the detachable battery. It would look good outside in the light, with the sun hitting the silver edges of the flip screen.
He gets a shot of the man with the gray mustache and the stomach hanging over his belt. He zooms in on the Port Authority patch on the guy's arm as he swings the baggage into a compartment in the belly of the bus.
The thing about this camera is the way it feels in Jesse's hands, the way he can hold a shot with one hand and leave the other hand flat against his side or even light a cigarette and have a smoke mid-shot. The thing's light as an egg, practically weightless.
The man swings Jesse's yellow duffel bag and Bette's blue suitcase into the compartment. Jesse follows Bette onto the bus, sits next to her in the front seat, and tries not to look at her knees sitting next to his. He gets a shot of Bette in profile -- her nose, her long eyelashes moving as one big eyelash when she blinks.
He likes the way life looks on pause after it's filmed -- the way movement turns into a still photo, or if you hit sepia, into something from the past -- something old and lasting or something already dead, existing on film and nowhere else, proof that the thing was alive once, and he was there.
The bus starts to move. It shifts from the underground to outside. The light outside is too bright. If Jesse could someday get a documentary where the subject dies, that would be the shit. Because, when people die, everything they've said starts to mean something. Like Dad, even though Dad never said much or even did anything decent in his life. Shit, that stuff's depressing.
Jesse gets another shot of Bette, but this time, she turns and smiles at the camera, her white teeth and her chin moving against the top of her scarf. He can maybe put this moment on pause right now -- Bette's face shaped like a heart, the white of the sky turning into the orange light of the Lincoln Tunnel. That's a great shot. Image is everything in this business.
Bette's a good image but not a great one, not compelling, not frightening. She's a fucking angel, is what she is. Shit, those eyes. Sometimes it looks like maybe they're glowing -- like they could hypnotize a person or laser beams could start coming out of them.
She's the kind of girl Jesse would take out for coffee, marry, settle down and have kids with -- gorgeous kids with bright eyes like that, the kind of kids that make strangers stare. She's got a boyfriend, though. Says she doesn't want any "funny stuff" on this trip. Says she wants to be "strictly platonic," "just friends." But Jesse will impress her. This movie will be a fucking masterpiece. She'll see.
Being in love fucking wrecks everything. Hopefully her parents or maybe her sister will have something decent to film when he gets there -- something worthy of Sundance or at least Jesse's vision of the world -- because as dumb-ass as it sounds, he wants to film something good -- make some kind of real statement about life, make life look good, at least on camera -- get to the root of something.
"Are you cold?" he says, and Bette shakes her head without looking at him. She's looking out the window.
"Because you can wear my jacket, if you want."
She tells him she's fine. She doesn't want another jacket.
"They'll turn on the heat in a minute. That should help. Buses can have strong heaters. You'd be surprised," he says.
(End of Chapter Two. Go to Chapter Three)

Lydia stared at the glass bottles on the counter -- the ones that held the cotton balls and gauze pads. She wrapped the gown closer around her knees, and the tissue paper on the exam table crunched when she moved. It was so cold in here. She wrapped her arms around her torso and tried to keep the sleeves of the smock covering her.
Dr. Knapp opened the door. He closed it behind himself with a little slam and moved the clipboard from one hand to the next like it was a hot potato. He was going to try to make small talk, Lydia thought, and he did. He asked her how school was going. What was her favorite subject? What did she like to do with her friends? He seemed to like it that she sang. He asked about the concert, and as she talked, he stood there, moving the clipboard from one hand to the next, looking at her like she was going to sprout a tail.
"You know you're sick, don't you?" he said, and she nodded because that's what he wanted her to do.
"Your mother says you're still losing weight, and I think she's right."
Lydia nodded again.
He put a hand to his beard and ruffled it a little. It sounded like sandpaper running over a splintery-filled block of wood. The humming of the fluorescent lights sounded loud in the silence between sentences.
"We're going to try to get you better," he said, but he sounded like he was talking to himself more than to her. He pulled a pen out of his lab coat pocket. He looked skinny underneath all that white, almost like it was a tent. She shivered again, and he clicked his pen once, then twice.
---
Lydia was already cold again. She went to the bathroom and turned the water as hot as it would go, which was never hot enough. She turned the overhead heater on, let the shower hiss for a minute. It must be fifty degrees in here – maybe less. She stepped in the shower and stuck her head under the water, tried to make it so that no part of her body was untouched by the heat. She wanted to be warm. She wanted to turn the furnace up as high as it would go. She'd turn it up to eighty, maybe ninety degrees. She'd walk around inside in a tank top, without even one goose bump on her arm.
She stood with her back to the shower fixture and let the water wash down the back of her head. It wasn't hot enough. She looked down to see her belly and thighs beneath her. This was the best angle to see all her fat because she could see every roll of her skin. Her thighs were white and blubbery. She looked like a chunk of fat at the edge of a piece of meat -- that white, jiggly stuff Mom cut off before cooking it -- or like the grease at the bottom of a bacon pan that had been sitting out for a few hours. Bette was never like this. Bette was not ugly, not disorganized, not the kind of person who could be remembered and forgotten in the same breath. Maybe Bette would be able to fix things for Dad.
Lydia turned off the water and grabbed a towel. She'd been keeping track of how much towel it took to get around her, and it seemed to be less than it used to be. She had maybe a foot of overlapping fabric today. She wished she had her tape measure in here.
She dried herself with every inch of the towel, swabbing all the heavy water off. Then she stood naked on the scale. She dressed in her regular clothes again: four layers, two pair of socks. Then she sat under the heater, listening to its rattle. She got up after seven minutes and opened the door. The cold air hit her like she'd just walked barefoot into a pile of snow. She went to the thermostat and pushed the rings to eighty-one. Mom and Dad weren't home anyway. It didn't matter anyway.
Then she went quickly, sliding in her socks, to the heat register. It already blew hot air. She couldn't get close enough to the metal grating. She wanted to slip through the grates, into the vent, and climb right into the furnace.
The door jingled. "We're home," Dad's voice said.
There was a crunching of paper, and in three seconds, the gust of cold air from the door slapped against the heating vent. Three seconds later, the door jingled shut. Dad was saying something to Mom. Lydia could hear the sounds of jackets coming off.
"How'd it get so hot in here?" Dad was saying. He spoke louder than he used to -- because he couldn't hear so well, Mom said. Even though Lydia knew it wasn't, she always felt like it was shouting.
"Lydia?" he was saying, and he was in front of the thermostat, moving the dial down to nothing.
The furnace stopped mid-stream, and the air came out cold. Dad looked right at her, but she said nothing, and so did he. She wanted to convince him to sit in front of the living room heat register with her. She wanted to ask him how bad it felt. She wanted to offer to switch bodies with him, so she could have all the pain. She deserved it, and he didn't. She wanted to sit under the bathroom heater for the rest of the night. Maybe she could sleep under the heater. She'd bring a pillow and a sleeping bag, spread it out on the tile between the toilet and the tub. Dad would be knocking on the door to use the bathroom in the middle of the night, though. It would be urgent. She'd have to wake up and move the sleeping bag and the pillow.
"I brought subway sandwiches for dinner," Mom was saying in the kitchen. "I got your favorite, Lydia."

Lydia headed to the living room. She collected three blankets from the couch. She wrapped the first around her waist, like a skirt. Then she draped the other two over her shoulders and twisted them around her arms. She felt thick with them -- fatter, like a giant sausage.
"It's time for dinner," and Lydia could hear the clanking of plates in the kitchen. Lydia stood still for a moment, then walked slowly, so she wouldn't disturb the blankets.
"Are you cold?" Mom asked.
Dad was at the table already. The overhead light cast a yellow glow on the plates set out and on the six-inch sub sitting on her plate, smelling like mustard, dill pickles, and something tangy.
"You remember how you used to love the one with crab meat?" Mom said. "Well, I got you one. Your favorite."
Lydia sat down. She wrapped the blankets tight around her torso and stared at the sub -- the bread and its bits of sesame, each seed loaded with enough fat to keep someone without money or food going for a day or maybe more. Probably more.
"What do you want to drink?" Mom said.
"Water," Lydia said. She didn't plan on drinking or eating anything.
She looked at the crab meat sticking out the edges, slimy with mayo, slithering from the sandwich and toward the plate like miniature worms. Mom moved around the table, set a bag of chips in the center with a crinkle.
Six inches for that sub. Probably six hundred and thirty calories, at least, with the bread and everything -- maybe more. Lydia could gain three pounds, probably, by eating that thing. Mom sat down at her place, and Dad started eating.
"What's wrong?" Mom said, like she didn't know.
"I'm not all that hungry," Lydia said. "I had a snack earlier."
"Just have a little," Mom said.
She smiled when she said it, but it wasn't her smile. It was the smile she used when she talked with doctors, or when the plumber had to come last winter when the pipes froze.
"I'm really not hungry," Lydia said. "Maybe I'll get something else. A salad would be good. I can make a salad, and you can have some to go with your sandwiches."
She got up and started wrapping the sandwich back in its wrapper, enjoying the crackling sounds the paper made. Mom could eat it tomorrow for lunch. Seafood was Mom's favorite.
Dad dropped a heavy hand on the table. The silverware jumped. "Lydia, this has got to stop."
It sounded sort of like he'd been waiting for this to happen.
"Your mother and I have tried very hard here."
Mom didn’t say anything. She wasn't eating her sandwich either. She was looking at it, or maybe at the water in her glass -- the way the surface caught the light and reflected the room.
"Look at her. She's shivering, and it's seventy degrees in here. She looks like an emaciated animal," Dad said.
Emaciated. He'd said it. Did that mean she was emaciated now? That it was working? She was getting skinny? Lydia sat up a little, adjusted the covers on her shoulders.
"Seventy degrees isn't very warm," she said.
"Lydia, you need to eat."
He was shouting now. Dad never shouted, unless he was angry at himself. Lydia thought she could see a little water gathering in his eyes. Look what Lydia had done.
"I can't take this anymore," Dad said, looking at Mom.
"I'm sorry," Lydia said, but she didn't think he heard her.
He opened the refrigerator, smelled the leftover casserole from last night.
"You're going to eat now. You don't want the sandwich? Pick something right now and eat it."
Lydia didn't move from her seat.
"Now," Dad said.
She got up slowly and took a jar of dill pickles from the refrigerator door. Zero calories per serving, the label said, but everyone knew they really had at least five calories per pickle.
"Pickles?" Dad took the jar from her and spun it around to look at the label. "This is like eating nothing."
He threw the jar into the sink. The glass broke. Green juice spurted fluorescent streams into the air, like a wet light show. Lydia's nose started to run.
"Here." He got out a carton of cottage cheese. "You used to like cottage cheese. You're going to eat this."
He grabbed a spoon from the drawer -- a big spoon, the kind used for serving -- and set the carton on the table.
"Eat it."
Lydia paused for a moment. She wanted to do everything Dad said. She wanted to eat for him and fix his ears and make it so that Mom didn't have to cry sometimes. Cottage cheese had two hundred and thirty calories per serving, though. She could read the label. How many miles of running would it take to work this off? And how many servings was he going to force into her? And why did she have to have such a big spoon?
"Eat it."
Lydia scooped a spoonful into her mouth. The chunks were slimy and thick, and they tasted salty, watered with her snot but cold sliding down. She pretended she didn't want to eat half the carton -- that it didn't taste good. She was being force-fed, and that made it okay -- at least for now.
Upstairs at night, Lydia felt like she might be able to sleep, for once. Her stomach was cramping from all that was suddenly in there. She'd never admit it to anyone, but she felt kind of good, like she was a normal person, maybe. Dad had said she was officially emaciated, and now she was like Amy Spegler. As she was falling asleep, she could still hear them talking down there.
"The doctor recommended the hospital."
And of course, Lydia remembered, she wasn't a regular person. There was something particularly bad inside her, because look what she'd caused. She lay awake for a while after the sounds disappeared down there. She held Dad's paper to her ear and fell asleep that way.
(End of Chapter Three. Go to Chapter Four)
---
* Bette's friend, Audrey, went to school at Wheaton College, which was in a suburb outside Chicago, and before Bette left for New York, she took Lydia to Wheaton for a visit -- and to take part in a group that was "fighting poverty one peanut butter sandwich at a time." Lydia wondered what that meant, but she didn't ask anyone. Bette parked at Wheaton College and went into a brick building with a kitchen inside. The kitchen had a yellow glow and a long counter that was too empty to look like a real kitchen counter.
There, a group of kids made 47 peanut butter sandwiches, prayed over them, and drove a van into downtown Chicago to give the sandwiches to people who were homeless.
The van stopped under the highway, where there were three men wrapped in blankets. The light under the overpass was orange -- but not orange like a pumpkin or monarch butterfly. It was a different kind of orange -- orange like you'd have in a factory at night. Bette, Lydia, Audrey, and the others gave each man a sandwich, then hung out for a while, talking to Paul, Anthony, and a guy who called himself Shakes. Lydia liked Shakes. He had long dreadlocks coming from under a baseball cap, and he seemed to be smiling, even when he wasn't smiling. He talked with Lydia about politics and the way people on the street wouldn't look him in the eye. Lydia wanted to say the right thing to him when he said this, something to fix the problem, but she couldn't think of any right thing, so she nodded. Shakes leaned his head to one side and looked at her.
"You look like a doll," he said, and Lydia didn't think that was a good thing, even though Shakes was smiling. Was he smiling?
As they talked, a BMW drove up and stopped. A man in a suit got out and dropped three grocery bags with fabric blooming out of the top. He set them on the sidewalk without saying a word, jumped in the car, and drove away.
Then it was time to find other people who wanted sandwiches. Lydia didn't want to leave Shakes, though. She liked hearing about his ideas on politics.
"You need to see this fair city of ours," Shakes said, and it was settled.
When Lydia walked up the stairs toward the train, the wind whipped at her face. The conversation was a way for Shakes to pass the time, maybe -- just a blip in his day. She knew she wouldn't see him again, but she pretended that she would.
(return to where you were before the link)
---
** Years later, Lydia would still wonder about the things people said about eating disorders. It was a disease of privilege, and maybe that was true. Even though Lydia's family didn't have cable and even though Mom and Dad shared a car, there was always plenty of food and money for all they needed.
Mom told stories sometimes about what it was like to grow up poor on the farm, when she'd worry about having enough food and Grandma would open all the cupboards to show her the canned tomatoes and beans that were there just in case. And when you compared that to people around the world -- people who didn't have canned tomatoes -- Mom and Lydia were both privileged. Even a decade after the strawberry, this would leave a creepy feeling in Lydia's stomach.
(return to where you were before the link)

BE SURE TO GET A LOT OF SHOTS OF THE PARENTS. THAT'S WHERE THE DRAMA'S GOING TO BE.
So this is where Bette lives -- a huge house way the hell out in Wisconsin. Jesse expected it to be bigger than this. It's not small or anything. It's got two stories, just like Mom's, and he doesn't know what he was expecting -- some big white thing, with a few turrets, columns, and shit like flying horses and clouds made of feathers floating around. But this is nice. Not bad.
He gets a shot of the outside, the stone that makes up the side of the house. It has that New England look to it. You'd almost expect Mr. Belvedere to walk out or something. There are three or four big oak trees at the sides of the house. They've lost their leaves, and the branches look sort of dead and black against the white sky. He zooms in a little so he can get that contrast and so he can get close enough for the branches to look almost like fingers. He pans down to the brown lawn, then back to the house.
There are square windows trimmed in white, and he can see little things on the window sills -- glass birds, paperweights, and a stained glass angel, probably for Christmas. There aren't any Christmas lights on the house, but there are solo candles in the windows.
It's dusk, and the light out here is an electric kind of blue that reflects off the snow, which is piled up in huge-ass banks. He's never seen so much snow, not even in parking lots, where they usually dump most of it back home. He gets the snow and the bird feeder. A blue jay is sitting there for a second, and he holds his camera on the bird for a minute while it grabs a beak full of seeds, spilling half of them. It's a pansy shot. He better edit that out.
He pans back to Bette. She's walking up the driveway, and the wind's blowing all that hair around. A strand of it cuts across her chin, like a power line cutting across a sky. Jesse feels like brushing it away for her, but he zooms toward her lips for a second instead.
A girl's out in the driveway even before they can get to the door. She's zipping up one coat over another jacket, and Jesse pans toward her. It's Lydia, the little sister. She's walking slowly, her body wound into itself and short hair whipping around her chin. Her corduroys are too long, and the bottoms hang below her ankles and drag in the snow. She's sliding a little on the ice, and her arms are sort of flinging away from her sides. Bette said she's in high school, but she looks like a little kid. She pushes up her glasses with one hand and grabs Bette's sleeve with the other. They walk to the house together.
The lady at the door must be Mrs. Poole. Jesse zooms out so he gets her apron. She's hugging Bette and says that this must be Jesse. He steps back a little to try to get a good shot of her because he wants to know if she looks at all like Bette, but she doesn't. Her black hair is pulled behind her head, and her eyes are dark. She looks like a genius or something, with those eyebrows and the tan skin. Something about the way she looks at Jesse kind of freaks him out. Bette disappears in her mom's hug, and her face is gone underneath the arms and the sleeves.
He slides off his coat while the camera's still running and follows Bette into the kitchen. Bette's dad comes in. He's taller than Jesse, maybe six two or six three. Jesse has to pan up to get a full shot of him -- enough to get the eyes, which are oceans, even behind his glasses. He hugs Bette without saying anything. Jesse pans to Lydia, who's looking at her dad like she's waiting for something.
"So I hear you're a filmmaker?" Mrs. Poole says, but Bette's been trained well, and she tells her mom to just ignore the camera, act like it's not here, be normal.
Mrs. Poole leads everyone into the kitchen, which has shiny red tiles on the floor -- so bright that they cast an upward glow on her face and on Bette's face. Now Bette looks like an alien.
Jesse pans to the counter right away -- also red. There's an open packet of Saltines and a bag of Fritos sitting there. The table's at the back of the kitchen, large and black, with a long bench on one end and two black chairs, dwarfed in comparison. On the wall to the right, looking kind of strange, is a Disney World calendar. Mickey and Minnie are dressed as pilgrims this month.
Mrs. Poole tells Jesse again to sit down, says she'll get everyone something to drink, says she's got a whole pot of soup on the stove simmering for dinner. She swings open the refrigerator and rifles in the vegetable drawer. She brings back two sodas. Jesse sits on the bench to see if he can fit the whole room in the shot. He's never seen so much red.
Mrs. Poole wants to know how finals went for Bette, and Bette talks about her philosophy essay. Mrs. Poole bows her head a little, and Jesse can see the part in her hair, straight, like someone drew it with a pencil. Lydia's just sitting there, a fucking waste of battery-time.
He excuses himself to go to the bathroom, which turns out to be the weirdest bathroom he's seen. The narrow space that usually makes toilets private is wide like a subway track, and the wall behind the toilet is white plastic. There's a long guardrail, like in the handicapped stalls of public restrooms, only it's plastic, and the sink is lower and wider than usual. He's got to get a shot of this later.
He pulls the door closed. It's a sliding door, without lock or doorknob, and as he unzips, he feels like anyone could slide the door open and catch him there. He's been in enough hospitals to know that this is a handicapped stall, down to the plastic and the smell.
---
Looks like something secretive is going on -- at least that's what Jesse hopes. Mr. Poole's getting something from the cabinet in the hallway. The room's full of shadows in this light, and Mr. Poole stands like he's talking with someone short, like he's leaning in to hear something. He's not saying anything, though, and there's no one in the hallway.
"Is that a handicapped bathroom?" Jesse says.
Mr. Poole looks up, jerks a little. Jesse can see the fluorescent glimmer of something in Mr. Poole's ear. Mr. Poole makes a grunt, like he didn't hear.
"The bathroom," Jesse says. He's talking louder than he should. He's talking like you'd talk to old people. It sounds lame, but he keeps talking like that anyway.
"The bathroom. It's handicapped or something?"
Mr. Poole nods. It looks like he's gritting his teeth or biting down on something thin.
"It was built that way," he says. "For a while, they thought I might have multiple sclerosis."
Jesse has no clue what to say about that, but he does know this would be a good shot to have -- at least on voiceover. He asks if that's what the green thing in the ear is for.
"It's just a hearing aid."
If Jesse had the camera (shit), he'd be focusing in on the hearing aid. It looks like the thing would glow in the dark. It doesn't, but it'd still make a great shot. Jesse asks if Mr. Poole lost the hearing because of the MS thing. He asks how much hearing is lost. If it's not MS, Jesse wonders what it is.
"The one with the hearing aid is my good ear. I can't even hear a train in the other one."
"But you can hear me?"
Mr. Poole nods. He reaches in his pocket and grabs a pen and an index card with writing on it. He flips the index card to the back and draws three straight lines length-wise.
"This is regular hearing," he says and pokes the pen at the top line.
Jesse wants to get a shot of this shit on the index card -- and Mr. Poole's hands. They look tough -- the kind of hands that could beat the shit out of someone, even though you can tell Mr. Poole isn't like that.
"This is no hearing at all." Mr. Poole pokes the pen at the bottom line. "And this is where I am -- enough hearing for most speech, but not a lot for background noise and other things, and I have a hard time figuring out where sounds are coming from."
Jesse nods. Shit. He has to bring the tape recorder everywhere from now on -- even to the bathroom. Mr. Poole puts the index card in his pocket, and Jesse can see that Mr. Poole is holding a stack of photos. He can't see what they are, though.
"It's not MS?" Jesse says.
Mr. Poole drops the hand with the photos to his side. If Jesse had the camera, maybe he'd focus on the photos. Maybe the photos have even more to them than the hearing aid. Probably not, but maybe.
"It's Ménière's disease," Mr. Poole says.
Jesse wonders if he can slowly move the conversation to the kitchen, if he can grab the camera casually. He doesn't want to fuck things up with Mr. Poole, though.
"Why is the hearing aid green?"
"It's a cool color," Mr. Poole says. He laughs when he says that, and the laugh seems to put him off balance, so he sways a little toward Jesse, then away again.
"What are those?" Jesse waves a hand at the photos.
"Found these recently. I wanted to show them to the girls."
He holds the pictures out for Jesse to see, flipping through a few of them. It's Mrs. Poole, a long time ago, probably. She's got a flower in her hair in one of them. In another she's wearing a winter coat and holding a fish in a plastic bag. There's snow in the background.
Jesse follows Mr. Poole back to the kitchen. Lydia's finally taken her coat off, and Jesse can see that maybe she's going to be a better subject than even Mr. Poole. Her eyes are so big they pretty much take up her face -- and fuck, she's thin. She almost doesn't have any cheeks. Her hands look like they're taped to her wrists.
He's got the camera this time, so he picks it up to get a shot. The angle of the sunset slices the room in half: half gold, half near-dark. Lydia looks like she's dipped in gold, like a gold elf ornament. She looks at the camera without adjusting her expression for it.
He zooms in on her face, getting the chapped lips and the little flaking bits of skin at the corners of her eyes, her bangs hitting the tops of her eyebrows. He pans to Bette, who's sitting with her hands on her knees, her lips pursed, talking about Biology 101 and overpopulation. She brushes a bit of hair behind her ear. She tries to cross her legs, then goes back to sitting as she was before. He zooms out, getting both her and Lydia in the picture. They've got the same expression on their faces now, looking like two angels, sort of lost -- fucking adorable. He turns the shot to Mr. Poole, who's smiling the kind of smile that's been there too long, so it sort of looks funny. The green blob it his ear catches the light and glints a little.
---
Jesse should be asleep by now, but he's staring at the white ceiling of the spare bedroom, trying not to look at the wheelchair in the corner. Bette said her mom bought it second-hand back when they thought Mr. Poole had MS. Jesse closes his eyes and counts to fourteen. He repeats the word Bette in his head for a while. He tries to think about the documentary, how good it'll be, with the right editing.
He pulls the covers back and sits up in bed. He sits with the pillow on his lap for a minute and stares into the dark. The darkness looks grainy, like a film from the sixties, like original footage of the Kennedy assassination. If Bette's dad were in the wheelchair -- if he had MS or something just as bad, that would make a good film. If there were something still seriously wrong with him, even if he wasn't in the wheelchair, that would even be kick-ass. But the guy looked okay during dinner. He could hear everything all right.
Jesse turns on the light by the bed and squints. The nightstand drawer is open a crack, and he opens it all the way. It's stuffed with bottles of pills -- fat burner plus, Dexitrim, a box of something called Slimming Tea, and (score) a pack of Marlboros and a book of matches. He wonders if these are Bette's or maybe Lydia's -- and why she wouldn't keep them in her own room.
It'd be good to start filming some of this -- start getting some more footage. It's creepy as hell in here. Two sick family members -- one with a mysterious disease and the other, mysteriously evaporating. Evaporating. He'll have to use that in the voiceover, maybe in the trailer.
He pulls out the camera and hits record. He does a slow pan of the room, starting with the gold shag carpet. Then he pans up to the open closet, stuffed with clothes and some old suit coats that look like they've been bagged up forever. He zooms in to a shirt, pans left to the bed, the covers mangled by now, the sheets smelling like the inside of a never-used closet. He gets a shot of the nightstand, which is plastic but made to look like it's supposed to be wood, and the travel alarm clock on top.
He pulls out his mini tape recorder and presses record with his left hand. "Voiceover for spare room scene. The clock is still set to daylight savings in here, and there's all this shit, I mean all this stuff stashed in here."
He pans further to the left, where Bette's mom has a shit-load of old junk: a poster for someone's birthday or something, made by gluing candy wrappers and boxes to poster board. Then he lets the camera drift over boxes of shit that someone's just dumped in here -- an old tape recorder probably from the '80s, folders, art supplies, a glue gun, an old Darth Vador Halloween costume, and a giant, lawn-sized reindeer. He pans over to the dresser and the pills and cigarettes. He picks up one of the bottles and rattles it. It's still almost full. Shit, those cigarettes look good. He could use one.
He gets a long shot of the wheelchair, which looks newer than anything else in the room -- all shiny, with a sticker of a Christmas angel stuck to the metal where the person's hand would have been. He goes to the window and gets a shot of the snowed-over lawn. Looks purple in the dark. Fucking depressing. This is a shitty place to have to sleep.
He grabs one of the cigarettes and lights it. The smoke draws crazy curls through the shot, but who cares. The window opens more easily than he expects, and he watches the smoke and his breath float through the screen and out into the cold.
(End of Chapter Four. Go to Chapter Five)

Jesse's camera had a red light. The lens was shiny, but not shiny enough that Lydia could see herself in it. The glass was convex, so she'd probably look fat anyway. If she stepped up to the camera, her nose and eyes would look big and funny, like a cartoon.
But when she saw herself on the screen afterwards -- that would be good. Then she'd be able to see what she really looked like, and maybe what she really was. She'd be able to tell if the striped shirt made her look fat, or if the corduroys looked like the new kind -- the kind a rich kid would have to look cool, rather than the hand-me-downs that Bette wanted to give to charity, which they were. The camera was supposed to add ten pounds.
"I just want to ask you some questions," Jesse said. "Hold on. I want to get you framed in the shot just right."
He was wearing the new kind of cords. They had wide stripes to them that looked like a blue plush. His sneakers were new too -- Sketchers or Vans, maybe -- the kind skaters wore, only Jesse didn't look like a skater. He carried things around in a canvas bag. Maybe Lydia should start carrying things in a canvas bag instead of a backpack. It was less assuming, wasn't it?
"Just bear with me one second."
Lydia adjusted herself, so she was sitting cross-legged. The inner part of her thigh stretched out when she did that, and it looked less like a leg of chicken -- a fat leg of chicken, with the skin all white and blubbery.
"Okay. We're ready," Jesse said.
Jesse pushed something on the camera and stepped back from the tripod. It looked like a regular camera up there, rather than a video camera -- just a little silver box with that red light, which was lit now, and that convex lens, so small that maybe it didn't matter how fat Lydia looked in it. It was the tiniest mirror in the world.
Jesse sat in the chair he'd put there for himself -- one of the kitchen chairs, which was so old that little greasy marks covered the wood in spots.
"Now, I want you to pretend that the camera isn't here, okay? We're just going to talk like normal. You're going to tell me a little about yourself, and maybe I'll ask you some stuff. I'm not going to embarrass you or make you answer anything you don't want to, okay?"
That was a nice thing to say, because Lydia's heart felt like it did when she'd been in a whirlpool too long. Tachycardia, it was called. She'd read about it. If you got it too bad, they had to put a probe inside your chest and blast away the electrical current, because it was caused by too much heart electricity.

"So, you're the youngest in the family, right?" Jesse said.
Lydia nodded. Jesse had these big eyes, and he opened them really wide -- wide enough so his face seemed like a black hole, sucking everything in and putting nothing out there to replace it. She watched the curly hair clinging to Jesse's ear, and she told him that she was a singer, that maybe she was going to be a professional singer some day, although she didn't know if she could stand all those people looking at her, so maybe she wouldn't after all.
Jesse's face lowered, like he was going to write something down, only he didn't have anything to write on. His big eyes closed for a second, and Lydia could see that his eyelashes were so long that they touched the tops of his cheeks. They were black, like his hair.
"Why do you want to eat so little?" he said. "Is it that you want to be small?"
It was and it wasn't, but Lydia wasn't going to tell him that. She looked at the red light instead. She tried to look the camera right in the eye. She wondered if she could lose three pounds this week. She wondered if anyone would notice if she cut her Cheerios portion in half. With Jesse here, no one would say anything.
"I'm sorry," Jesse said. "Maybe you weren't ready for that."
Lydia shook her head. If she didn't say anything, he'd say something. Maybe he'd say something nice. Maybe he'd tell her how little she was, tell her that he thought she was important or something. That would be nice.
But he didn't say anything. He sat with his hand in his lap. Then he moved his hands to his corduroy knees. His hands were big and tan. He had little bits of hair on his knuckles, and in the flat part of his fingers between them. Something was written there in blue ink. She could read the word try, but nothing else.
"Would you sing me a song?" he said. He took his hands off his knees, put them on the armrests, and leaned his ear on one of them.
Lydia knew she would sing the song -- especially for Jesse, but she pretended she didn't want to, that it would be just too much attention, too much of something. She didn't want to be thinking how he'd fall in love with her voice, maybe -- how he'd put it on camera and maybe she would look thin on camera. Maybe she would look like a good person -- like the kind of person she wanted to be, even though she never would.
But he asked again, so she started to sing. She sang a non-traditional version of the Ave Maria. Her voice came out clear, and Lydia convinced herself that it came from someone else -- someone beautiful and good. She loved the Ave Maria. She loved going low with the low notes, then moving higher in that minor key. She loved anything in a minor key. Some day she wanted to learn to sing in Arabic, in Russian, maybe in Hebrew too.
Jesse sat still to listen. He kept his hand like that, on his left ear. He licked his lips once, and maybe that meant he liked it. His eyes opened wide again, and the long lashes blinked once quickly. Afterwards, he ran the hand with the writing through his hair, and he got up to shut off the camera.
"Shit, that was something," he said.
And Lydia wished he would say it again. She wished she could believe it in an hour, when it was time to run another eight miles. Eight miles, and she'd maybe lose one more pound this week.
"What was that song?" Jesse said. He was flipping something plastic on the tripod, lifting the camera off, and slipping it back into the bag.
"It's a version of the Ave Maria. Are you Catholic?"
"Nope. Shit, that was something," he said.
And she wished he would say it again. She wished he would ask her if she was Catholic. Maybe he'd ask her about singing in Arabic and Russian.
"Why those languages?" he might say.
Maybe he'd ask what kind of god she believed in, but he was already collapsing the tripod and moving toward another room to find Bette.
Lydia dropped back to the couch and looked at the white nothingness of the ceiling. Maybe she should become Catholic or even better, Quaker. That would be good. She'd learn to live with less. Then there’d be more to go around. She'd live in a cardboard box with everyone, and she’d give away all the money and food she could find. As she did, everyone else would get stronger, bigger, and she'd become small -- so small that one day, she'd fit in a Fedex box. As a joke she'd ask people to ship her to South Korea. Everyone would laugh, and they'd smile as they grew fatter, as she grew thinner -- as even her bones shrunk to be thin as fish bones -- clear and crispy. She'd finally be so small that someone would pick her up and put her in a shirt pocket. The person would carry her around everywhere, like an index card. She'd be able to hear the person's heartbeat, and the person’s skin would keep her warm. She'd sing to the person, maybe -- quietly, so no one could hear but the one person.
Lydia sat up again and felt the rush of almost fainting. Maybe Jesse and his camera would be like that. She'd be like Jesse's camera, always on his person, always next to him. Jesse loved his camera, she could tell -- the way he zipped it up in the case every time he was done using it and the way he held it, like an egg, or like a chick just hatched from an egg.
Maybe, if Lydia let Jesse film her, he would tell her she was skinny. Maybe he'd fall in love with her, and maybe she'd fall in love with him. Maybe, when she was small enough, he'd hold her like she was the camera. Maybe he'd zip her up in a special case and keep her there forever.
---
Lydia was still warm from the run. Her skin was the clammy kind of warm that came afterwards. She had a cool sweat that clung to the little hairs all over her body. She had a lot of hairs lately, but she'd read about that. It was to be expected.
She jumped up and down again to keep the blood going. She was at the corner of the abandoned storefront, and she could see the edge of the woods at the end of the gravel road to her right and the houses to her right: the mint green house where the people lived who owned Samoyed dogs and the white house on the other corner, where Lydia's old friend, Anna, had lived before she moved to Arizona and got pregnant. Lydia didn't remember what these stores used to be, except they were probably the kind that sold guns and taxidermy stuff. The wind whisked up the snow and sent it in sheets into the air. It was a dry, sparkly snow. When she was a kid, Lydia had wanted to wear that snow on her clothes, like sequins.
She’d like to be skinny enough to disappear out here. Maybe, in the seven minutes it took to smoke a cigarette, she'd fall over like an icicle and go to sleep in the snow. She flicked the lighter a few times before getting a flame. She watched it glow for a minute, then leaned in to light the cigarette. It tasted like dirt. She hadn't imagined that. She read that you were supposed to breathe in, so she tried it, but it tasted bad. And smoke could have calories. Probably not, but it was hard to know for sure.
She decided just to puff her lips against it, to avoid the bulk of the calories. This is why people smoked anyway, to give their lips something to do when they weren't eating. That's why everyone who smoked was skinny, like Jesse was skinny. Jesse was as skinny as Adam, maybe skinnier.
"You're supposed to breathe it in," someone said.
It was Jesse, not even wearing a coat, standing out here in a stretched-out sweater. He had a cigarette of his own in his left hand. The end of it glowed orange and peeling, like burning birch bark.
"It's a nasty habit anyway," he said, and Lydia tried to take a real puff -- one where she'd breathe it all in. She could run around the block a few times, maybe -- or she could do sit-ups, maybe jump rope for an extra half hour.
"Why do you smoke, then?" Lydia said.
"I don't know. I just started."
He never stopped moving. Lydia could see a red light on in his hand, but it wasn't from the camera. It looked like a tape recorder.
"Why'd you start?" she said.
"Just did. My dad caught me smoking once when I was a kid. That guy was scary when he got mad."
"Oh."
She watched her cigarette. The paper was peeling back slowly, shrinking. The glowing point was getting closer to her hand.
"You're not going to tell anyone, are you?" she said.
"About what?"
"The cigarette. It's only my first time."
"I know," he said. "Just give me the rest of your pack, and we'll call it even."
He breathed in his last mouthful of smoke and dumped the butt into a snow bank. It shuttled deep into the snow, leaving a dot-sized hollow on the surface. Lydia did the same with hers, and she followed him back to the house. If she was lucky, everyone would have already eaten dinner.
---
Lydia sat with her butt right on the edge of the bed, so her legs were sitting on air. Bette had scrunched down low into the covers, with one arm stretched above the pillow, like she always did. Lydia could see the tiny stubble under Bette's arm, like black bits of pepper. She didn't have hair in her armpit when they were kids. Back then, Bette's armpit was like a pink saucer in the dark.
The first time the attacks happened with Dad, after Lydia saw him downstairs with the yellow stuck in his beard, she came upstairs and Bette was sleeping like this. Lydia didn't wake her, although now she wished she would have.
Lydia lay down on her own bed again, taking inventory: the scratch of the pillow; nuns in Spain with their Ave Maria; the Ave Maria sung in choir with a piano in the background; Amy Spegler, who was really bad at choir but said she was going to convert to Judaism and become a rabbi someday; Amy Spegler in Rabbi robes, which were probably like the robes of priests; Amy Spegler as she'd look in the hospital, like when she had that asthma attack in fifth grade -- her skinny body wrapped in a thin sheet; Amy Spegler almost dead that day; death as non-being, like a big rest; death as nothing to fear; other words that start with "D": Dog, Depth, Dead End, Derogatory, Destination, Deplorable; the edge of Bette's pajama sleeve; the sound of a voice in the hall; Jesse's red camera light today; Jesse's cigarette smushed in the snow; Bette's puffy eyelids in the morning; Bette's wrist, the circumference of her arm; perfect Bette; other words that start with B: Beautiful, Butter, Buttermilk pancakes, Brain, Bitmap, Bites, Bach, Beethoven, Brilliant, Bicycle, Bi-lateral, Billion, Bitter, Better, Best.
---
Lydia sat on the table and dangled her feet over the edge. Her feet were heavy in these shoes, and she felt like they were pulling her toward the floor -- maybe pulled all the way to the center of the earth, and at least it would be warm there. Every time she swung her legs, the paper crackled against her corduroys. She let her book -- Emily Dickinson -- sit heavy in her lap to balance her from the shoes.
Dr. Knapp slipped through the door like his visit was a secret. The gray stripes on the sides of his head were a little messy today. He was holding a bottle of pills. He balanced the clipboard on top of the bottle, like it was a gigantic lid.
"How's the book coming?" he said.
"The same," she said.
He stood far away, set the pills on the counter, then moved in closer, like someone peering into an oven to check on a cake. Dr. Knapp probably had cake all the time. He asked about Lydia's dad, and Lydia only nodded that yes, he was okay. The less she said, the better. Once, when she answered one of these questions, she'd seen him write the word blasé in her chart. He chewed on his pen. Lydia watched his Adam's apple move as he swallowed. His breath smelled like coffee and ceramics.
"Lydia, you know what I've recommended to your parents, don't you? I think you need to go somewhere to rest and get better."
Then he talked about the hospital again. He called it a facility, as if she were going into rehab for a drug addiction or maybe an old folk's home. Lydia wouldn't mind that. Maybe she could sing to the old people. Maybe someone there would tell her that she reminded them of someone now dead, someone they really loved.
Dr. Knapp was staring right into Lydia's eyes now. Dr. Knapp's eyes were tired, and he had folds of skin that made little pillows underneath them. When Lydia didn't say anything, he stopped and wrote something -- probably the word blasé. The silver clipboard hit the sun from the window, and the glint made a white spot of light that hit Lydia's thigh, then jumped to the wall, right below the clock. Dr. Knapp sighed with his belly and pulled in close with the stethoscope.
"Well, let's take your vitals," he said.
The stethoscope was cold against her back, then against her breasts. Dr. Knapp's wrist hit the edge of her bra, and she breathed in quickly. He grunted and wrote down the numbers, then opened the blood pressure cuff with a crackle of Velcro and squeezed it around her arm. The pumping sounded like a heartbeat, then she could feel her own heart inside the cuff. Dr. Knapp grunted again as he wrote that number too. He pulled her wrist forward and pushed his two flat fingers against the veins.
"We're going to have to take you in soon," he said as he was leaving, and Lydia followed him out to the scale in the hallway, where Miss Eichner -- the nurse-turned-nutritionist -- waited.
Lydia stepped on the scale with her heavy shoes. Miss Eichner took the book from Lydia and started fiddling with the weights. Less than one hundred, so the big weight was shifted to fifty. The little weight was too much at ninety-nine, too much at ninety-seven, ninety-five. She stopped it on ninety and wrote the number down.
"You've lost another two pounds," she said.
The home scale said eighty-eight point five. It was the shoes, Lydia knew, unless she had somehow gained it back. She had used a different mug for her Cheerios this afternoon, because Bette had used the usual one for coffee. Maybe this mug was bigger. Or maybe it was the smoking. Maybe there was a significant number of calories in smoke. Or the scale at home could be off. Who knows when the last time it had been calibrated. Maybe this scale was off too, and she was actually getting fatter. Maybe Dad and the doctors had rigged the scales that way to trick her. When she got home, she'd weigh just the shoes. Then she'd know for sure, and maybe she'd go on an extra run. Just two miles, nothing big.
Miss Eichner’s office was a converted exam room. There was carpeting inside, flat and orange. The desk had plastic stands with brochures on how to lose weight, determine your risk for diabetes, or start an exercise program. Then, in the middle of the desk, because Miss Eichner didn't have a family of her own, was a picture of her sister's family.
Miss Eichner said that the purpose of food journaling was to be more aware of what you're eating to know why the weight keeps coming off. She described how fast metabolism works, how people with fast metabolism need to eat lots of peanut butter to keep their weight up.
This is the part where Lydia had to show Miss Eichner her food journal for the week. She kept it in a tiny notebook, small enough to fit in a pocket, because Miss Eichner said it was a good idea to bring it everywhere, to remember what you ate as you ate it. Lydia's notebook had a blue cover, and one of the corners was bent where she'd shoved it into her locker. The food journal was the worst thing Lydia had done in her life, because she lied in it. She included the Cheerios, but she also added other stuff, like apples and salads and even a hard-boiled egg.
Miss Eichner opened the food journal slowly, swinging the cardboard cover over like she was opening a sacred document -- the Talmud, maybe. She read the lists slowly, as if each word was a paragraph, and her forehead wrinkled a little when she did it.
"An apple," Miss Eichner said. "An apple doesn't have very many calories, now. It's a fruit, which means that the energy from it burns off within the first hour. If you eat something like a piece of bread, maybe, or a bagel, that will stay with you longer. Now, what if you tried to replace the snack of an apple with a complex carbohydrate like bread? What about a handful of crackers or a muffin?"
Lydia nodded because Miss Eichner was looking at her. Miss Eichner had the smallest hands, and she held Lydia's journal page in both of them like she was about to hug it. Lydia wished Miss Eichner would hug her instead.
---

Mom had made steak and baked potatoes for dinner. Everyone knew that Lydia wouldn't eat the steak, but Mom plopped a large potato on her plate. Jesse sat next to her with the red light going on his camera. Lydia wished she could see the eyes behind the camera.
"Ninety pounds? Is that what the doctor said?" Dad said.
Mom nodded. Lydia kept looking at the potato. She couldn't get away without eating it -- not with Jesse here and Dad quoting her weight. She grabbed the salt shaker and shook on as much as she could. She could see the clear crystals coating the potato.
"It's just too much," Dad said, and he was quiet when he said it. Lydia wished she could stab herself like Mom stabbed the potato. She was making things worse for everyone.
"We've decided that you need to go to the hospital, honey." Mom said.
Mom had cut her steak into tiny pieces. The gray squares of meat were arranged like a checker board on her plate. She touched Lydia's hand. Lydia could see Jesse from the corner of her eyes. He adjusted his chair and pushed a button on the camera.
"She can't help it," Bette said. "I've seen friends at school, and they can't help it."
Lydia stabbed the potato. She pretended it was her own chest she was stabbing. A chunk of potato came out of the skin, clumped together like an icy chunk of snow. The steam rose from it in curly-cues. It smelled like dirt. Lydia put the chunk in her mouth.
Mom's eyes were watery. She was going to cry. She probably felt like a failure -- like she was a bad mother or a bad person altogether, and it was Lydia's fault. Lydia chewed the potato slowly. The salt made her tongue get watery, and her teeth chomped on the potato clump fast. She pushed the chunk under her tongue and held it there while she swallowed just spit.
"The closest program is in the Twin Cities?" Bette said, and Lydia hated her for a second.
Mom nodded. Lydia looked toward Jesse's camera, and it was steady on her, staring at her.
"The people there are really nice, honey," Mom said.
Lydia wished Mom wouldn't call her "honey." She didn't deserve honey. She put her napkin to her mouth and spit out the wet chunk of potato. It felt like a slimy square in there, and she folded the napkin over itself to hide it. She watched the camera, which was probably zooming in on the napkin, using its X-ray vision to see the potato glob inside it.
"They'll get me better," Lydia said, because she wanted to make Mom and Dad feel like they were doing the right thing. She tried to use the same tone of voice that Bette would use.
She hacked off another chunk of potato with her fork. They were all watching her now. It was like having five cameras on her at once -- all zooming in on her and the potato.
Dad's teeth were gritted like they were right before an attack. He was holding his head at an angle, and Lydia thought maybe this was the start of one right now. In an hour she'd be sitting at the top of the stairs looking down at him getting vertigo.
She wanted to be the one with the problem. She wanted to go deaf instead of Dad. Dad could sit at the top of the steps to Lydia's bedroom instead of her. Dad could see the yellow of the light down in the hallway, the silver of the linen closet's knobs hitting the light down there. Dad could slip his toe in on the edge of the carpet to feel the rubber backing. Dad could see Lydia down there instead of him. She'd be on hands and knees, dizzy and throwing up, and things like potatoes wouldn't matter anymore.
---
Mom had started to pack for the trip to the hospital, even though she and Dad were only going to stay over one night. She'd pulled her hard-topped suitcase from the top shelf of her closet and slung it on the bed. Her clothes and Dad's clothes were stacked on the bed in square piles, like a patchwork quilt.
Lydia started packing her things too. She had square piles of her own, and Jesse stood next to the bed filming them, moving the camera slowly over each stack, then the plastic bag with Lydia's shampoo and razor and hand lotion.
"You're bringing a lot of lotion," he said.
Lydia didn't say anything. She wanted him to go away because she needed to do some exercise. She needed to lose two more pounds before she got to the hospital. If she didn't, she'd be laughed out of there. They'd send her home.
Jesse turned the camera on her. He was holding it up to his face, and she could see something new written on his hand, in purple ink this time, the kind of ink Mom used for everything. Mom loved purple.
"Are you afraid of going?" Jesse said.
"No."
Lydia unzipped the suitcase and lined the bottom with books and sheet music. She laid the pile of pants in first, then a pile of shirts that fit underneath other shirts, and finally, the shirts that fit over other shirts. She had a lot of clothes. A lot of people could fit all their possessions in a suitcase like this. A lot of people didn't even have enough to fit in a suitcase.
"You know, it's not going to be any fun, filming here without you," Jesse said.
He said it like he knew her well enough to care if she was here or not. And for a second, Lydia believed him. For a second she thought maybe her singing had made him fall in love with her. Maybe he wanted to film her all the time. Maybe she came off on camera as a good person -- the kind of person who could make the world a better place, who was perfect like Bette and who was above all greed. She unzipped the side pocket of the suitcase and slid in her underwear, trying to hide it from the camera. She rolled her pajama bottoms into a flannel burrito, and stuffed them along the side of the suitcase. Jesse's camera followed her hands. She looked at the clock. Not a lot of time left for exercising.
"I hope we get to come and visit you," Jesse said. "Me and Bette, I mean. Because you're a good kid, you know?"
She put the plastic pouch with her shampoo and stuff on top of everything else in the suitcase. The pouch was still new, and the plastic shined.
"I hope you don't mind me filming you like this?" he said, and Lydia shook her head.
A curl was falling right in the middle of Jesse's forehead. Lydia wondered if he'd watched the footage of her interview already -- and if maybe he'd let her watch it too sometime. Jesse sat on the bed. His face was hovering away from the camera a little, and Lydia could see the corners of his mouth twitching. Maybe he wouldn't mind if she exercised right here. Maybe he wouldn't tell anyone.
She stood in front of him for a minute. Two pounds thinner meant that she had to burn an extra seven thousand calories. Even if she didn't eat anything between now and tomorrow, she'd have to exercise for at least four hours. She'd have to jump rope or run stairs. She pulled her jump rope out of its drawer and wound the ends around her palms. Maybe if she started slow, he'd just think she was playing, just trying to pass the time. She did one jump. The rope hit the ceiling and just missed the edge of the bed on its way down. She sped her pace and did two, three, seven jumps. Jesse put his face back to his camera again. He licked his lips.
"How much do you weigh now?" he said.
She sped her pace. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight. Jesse twisted his position a little. He switched hands with the camera.
"I know you weigh yourself outside of the doctor's office. I'm not going to tell anyone if you tell me," he said.
Lydia kept jumping. She started to feel a thin film of sweat at her neck, and the breath coming in felt sharp.
"Eighty-four," she said.
"Shit," Jesse said, and that was good. Eighty-four was good. But eighty-two would be perfect. Or maybe eighty. Eighty would be safer. Lydia kept jumping. Then the red light stopped, and Jesse lowered the camera and asked if she wanted to go outside with him while he got a smoke. Lydia shook her head. She kept jumping as he headed downstairs toward smells of macaroni and cheese, which is what Mom always made the night before a trip.
---
Lydia had been standing for ten minutes now watching Bette sleep, which was pretty boring. Bette's lungs blew up like a little balloon, then collapsed again. Her hair was flung on the pillow in all sorts of angles, and her knees were drawn up to her chest like they always were, like a baby.
Lydia wondered what Bette dreamed. Maybe she had nightmares, like Lydia did -- nightmares about Dad not hearing or about Dad serving a huge plate of lasagna or about Jesse walking off a grassy golf course somewhere and falling twenty thousand feet into a black hole while holding a plate of lasagna. Maybe Bette had dreams like that, but probably not. Probably Bette dreamed about good things -- about finding a cure for cancer, about saving children from a burning building, walking down an infinite hallway and accepting blown kisses from everyone in the world.
Sometimes, when they were little, Lydia used to creep up to Bette while she was sleeping and peel back her eyelids to see what her eyes were doing. Lydia thought maybe she could find out what Bette was thinking that way. Maybe she'd catch Bette's eyes moving back and forth like they were supposed to do when people dreamed. Maybe her eyes would move in Morse code or something and relay some kind of important message about how not to feel alone all the time. But all Lydia ever saw was an eyeball, staring straight ahead into nothing. Then the eye would move, and Bette would wake up.
The room looked speckled in the dark, and the further Lydia looked across the room, the more blurry things got. Not far away, Bette's flat stomach was rising and falling under the covers. Behind her were the bookshelves, the spines organized by size, showing a whole pallet of gray tones. The one glow-in-the-dark star stuck to the door had finally lost its glow, and all Lydia could see of it now was a white star shape, only because she knew it was there. She could hear the tocks of the clock downstairs. She could hear the darkness, almost -- at least it seemed like she could. It pressed up against things, shuffled and shifted.
Lydia opened the door and slipped out. She closed the door behind her, turning the doorknob back to its regular position only after the door was shut, so the latch wouldn't make that clicking sound, although it wouldn't wake Bette anyway. Lydia turned and saw her reflection in the full-length mirror at the head of the stairs. Her pajamas looked white in the darkness -- like a ghost, like the story that a big kid had told her when she was six, how, if someone looked at her reflection in the dark, she'd see terrifying things about herself -- she'd see how awful she really was. And maybe, if she looked long enough, she'd die right there. She'd collapse, and her head would hang over the top stair. No one would notice until morning, when Bette would have to step over her to go down and get Mom and Dad. But Lydia's reflection wasn't all that bad, in the dark. Her face was white and puffy. Her pajama pants billowed around her legs like a giant pillowcase.
She went down the stairs slowly, trying to time her descent with the tocks of the clock. At the bottom, she turned to the dresser that was still in the hallway, pressed against the wall like maybe no one would notice it there. It was Grandpa's old dresser. Dad hadn't known what to do with it since the funeral, and Mom wouldn't give it away because it had sentimental value, and besides it was an antique. It looked antique too, with the dark wood that had been stained and polished so many times and the old-looking handles, carved into creepy shapes. It had so many little drawers, none really big enough to store clothes. It was the kind of dresser for hiding things, for putting letters and secrets.
Lydia opened a drawer -- slowly, so it wouldn't make any noise. It was still filled with things: old receipts, papers, and hundreds of pictures of Grandma -- Grandma when she was young with her dishwater blonde hair done up in weird shapes, Grandma painting the house, Grandma pulling things in the garden, Grandma with baby Mom in her arms. Lydia hadn't even remembered what Grandma looked like until now.
Lydia opened one of the deepest drawers next, and there was a silver Kodak camera, a black camera, and a disposable camera. The drawer to the right had an ancient camera -- the fancy kind with all sorts of lenses and stuff. Lydia took the silver Kodak and closed the drawers. She looked in the little window at the camera's top, but she couldn't tell if there were pictures left on this roll. She wanted to take a picture of something -- maybe of her own reflection in the mirror or Bette sleeping or Jesse down the hall. She hated Jesse, but she wanted a whole roll of him -- Jesse from every angle, enough to fill up two drawers in an old dresser.
She walked slowly to the other end of the hallway. The hallway smelled like clean sheets and a little like Dad's shaving cream. She passed the bathroom, where the nightlight made a white streak on the floor. When she got to the guest room, she put a hand on the door, like teachers always said to do if there was ever a fire, to feel if the door was hot. She held it there for a second, then turned the doorknob one hundred eighty degrees before pushing the door open.
Lydia's footsteps sounded like loud brushes scraping against the carpet. She tried to tiptoe, let her eyes adjust to the room without a nightlight. Jesse was asleep. He was breathing out of his mouth. He was lying on his side, stretched out, with his arms over his head. His eyelashes fanned out on his cheekbones like a girl's, and his mouth was relaxed. It seemed wider than it did when he was awake. A wavy bit of dark hair hung over his eyebrows. It made him look like one of those paintings of boy angels -- the kind that was maybe painted on the Sistine Chapel. He wasn't wearing a shirt, and his chest was bubbly with muscle under what looked like baby skin. She wondered if Adam's chest looked like that without a shirt.
She looked down at the camera, fiddled with the controls. She wondered if the flash would wake him. It might. She might have to take the picture and run before he opened his eyes and saw her. Because he'd be mad, if he knew she was doing this.
She sat on the floor to watch him for a second -- or maybe just because she didn't want to go back into her room again. Jesse's duffel bag was in the corner. It was unzipped, and his T-shirt was tossed on top. Lydia scooted over to it to take a look. She pulled the shirt off the mouth of the bag. Inside was Jesse's camera bag, open slightly. She wondered what would happen if she looked at it for a moment to see what things looked like on film. The metal was cold against her warm hands. It was light but solid. She remembered seeing Jesse do this, so she flipped out the screen on the side, pushed the power button, and a touch-screen display came up white against a blue background. She touched the arrow for rewind, then play.
The screen glowed yellow from Bette's shirt. It was Bette on screen, next to Dad. The camera shook for a second, then zoomed into Bette's eyes, into the water gathering at the centers. Then the camera slowly moved out. It showed Bette's lips, her eyes batting, the little wrinkle on her forehead when she saw Dad. The camera moved to Lydia in her winter coat, barely resting on her before jumping back to Bette's eyelashes, Bette's eyebrows, the contour of Bette's face.
Lydia held the camera and crawled toward Jesse again. She wondered what it would be like if he held her, if she could sleep next to him. What if Lydia crept up beside him, if she rested her back against his back? She wondered if his skin would be warm from sleeping. He'd probably wake up if she tried. He'd probably call her a fat bitch or maybe a stupid kid. Lydia didn't know which would be worse.
She raised the camera and looked at his face through the viewfinder. His eyelids looked like wet eggshells. She hit record and listened to the camera hum as it recorded his ribcage, his eyelids, the low whistle of his breath while he slept.
(End of Chapter Five. Go to Chapter Six)
---
* Lydia's first memory had to do with the mirror in the hall. She was sitting on the wood floor. It was slippery, because Bette had decided to spray dusting wax on it one day to see if it would make it easier to slide in socks. Lydia unexpectedly caught a figure in the mirror, and because she didn't recognize herself, she saw a person in the mirror -- a real person. The person had dark hair, with the bangs too long over her eyebrows. The person wore overalls with pink flowers in dots and a striped purple shirt. The person had elbows and knuckles and ankle bones, just like other people. In a weird way, Lydia was shocked to see that this was her -- that she was a person, just as much as everyone else. Somehow, other people seemed like real people, and she never quite seemed to be one. But there she was, in a mirror, just like other people. It was shocking and secretly wonderful.
(return to where you were before the link)
---
** Years later, Lydia would recount this memory to a psychologist. She'd remember the silvery shine of the old mirror and the shock of realizing that the reflection was of a real person. She'd remember (although she wouldn't tell the therapist this) that for over a decade afterwards, she'd have the same shocking realization every time she caught herself unexpectedly in a mirror. She'd toss her head, just to make sure the person in the mirror did the same. She'd look at the split lip in winter and realize that those lips were lips of a person. She'd watch her elbows bend and unbend with weird amazement.
The therapist would say that this realization was the inverse of most. Most babies, for example, have an expansive sense of self that includes their mothers and everyone around them. Only later does it shrink to include only the self. Lydia must have had a tiny sense of self -- one that had to expand to include her whole body.
Decades later, when she was 30, 35, 40, Lydia would still wonder about this sense of self and how it formed or didn't form. She'd wonder what sense of self a cat had, or a spider. She'd wonder if the idea of self still wasn't some sort of myth, a way for people to survive. If it had to be shaped by society, maybe it was just a social rule?
(return to where you were before the link)
---
*** Lydia read that the homunculus is the part of the brain responsible for the sense of self. It's seen as the "little man" inside a person, the one behind the decisions. The person isn't the self. It's the homunculus inside the person. Lydia wondered if a homunculus, then, needed a homunculus for its selfhood and if that homunculus needed another one, like Russian dolls nesting one inside the other, so there could be a million selves inside each person.
(return to where you were before the link)
CHAPTER SIX

FIND OUT IF SHE'S AFRAID -- AND GET A SHOT OF EVERYTHING THAT GOES IN THE SUITCASE.
Jesse sets his bare feet on the floor. It's fucking cold in this house. Five a.m., and who knows why he's awake. He stands, picks up the camera, starts down the stairs, into the living room. The air looks grainy in the dark, so he looks at everything through the view finder. He gets a quick shot of the living room: fluffy couch, tan rug, tea cup left on the end table from last night. He turns toward the kitchen. Maybe Mrs. Poole has some ice cream or something. He walks slowly through the red dining room. It's so quiet he can hear the clock ticking. Then he hears Bette talking.
"I know. I miss you too," she says.
She's winding the red phone cord around her pinky. The phone is old -- the kind with a real dial on it. Jesse zooms in to get a good shot of her pinky and the dial. He pans up to get the back of her head, her slumped shoulders. She's wearing a long flannel thing. Shit, she looks good, even in the dark. He tries to ignore what she's saying. He tries to concentrate on zooming in to the side of her face. He zooms in and out a few times.
"I love you too," Bette says.
The boyfriend -- what's-his-name. Poor guy. Doesn't know who he's up against. Jesse decides to walk the camera upstairs. He'll get a shot of Lydia while she's asleep.
He gets a shot of the bluish hallway and the brown carpeting stapled to the wooden stairs. He gets the mirror at the top of the stairs, reflecting the half-open door and a slice of dark behind it. He opens the door further and gets the dark hole of the room, with the twin beds coming out of the walls and an open bookshelf dividing the room in half. He gets the glowing green dots on the ceiling and walks toward the bed that seems to be Lydia's.
She's moving around, though. Jesse can see her eyes glowing a little in the dark. She sees him too, and without asking she stands up, her white pajamas looking like a little skeleton in the dark. She parks herself at the edge of the bed.
"You can't sleep either?" she says.
Jesse puts a finger to his mouth. "Shhhhh."
"Bette's not up here anyway. Are you mad at me?"
Jesse shakes his head and sits next to her on the bed. He should have put a shirt on before coming up here. His chest looks naked -- almost blue in this light.
"Have you ever taken pictures? I mean not just movies, but regular pictures?" Lydia says.
Her teeth are so white in the dark. She looks like a ghost. She looks a little like Bette, with her glasses off like this.
"Can you see okay without your glasses?" he says.
"I wonder if they'd let me take a camera to the hospital. Because I found one of my Grandpa's old ones."
Her eyes are big. In the dark she looks even younger than usual. She looks like she could be ten, twelve years old, tops.
"Do you think they'll tell me I'm too fat to get in the hospital?" she says.
She's got to be kidding, but her face is dead white. She adjusts her position again. She can't sit still or something. She crosses her legs, then uncrosses them.
"Lydia -- " He feels his voice getting high, like he's talking to a five-year-old.
"Because you know what I really weigh, and you said you're not going to tell anyone. And you saw me on camera -- what I look like and everything, so you have to tell me the truth. Do I look like someone who could get into the hospital?"
She wiggles back on the bed, sticks one socked foot in front of her. A wrong word here could break her -- for real. She could commit suicide right in her room, for all he knows. She could slit her wrists with toenail clippers or something.
So he tells her that she's going to the hospital for a reason -- that people who make a living by telling whether people are too skinny have decided that she needs to gain weight. He wants to tell her that she's skinny as hell -- that she looks like she's going to crack and fall to pieces every time she stands up. But he doesn't. He thinks of hugging her -- pretending this is the last scene in an after school special or something, and Lydia's decided to get better and go downstairs to eat scrambled eggs and maybe a pancake or two, extra syrup. But that'd wreck the documentary, and she's not going to anyway. What's probably going to happen is that she's going to die. It'll be fucking depressing, but he'll have something decent to say on film -- which suddenly seems like a pathetic reason to be here.
"Are you in love with my sister?" Lydia says.
"No."
He hates that he lies like that sometimes, so he adds something else.
"I worry about her -- that she's taken care of."
"Bette never wanted anyone to take care of her," Lydia says.
---
FUCK IT WITH BEING CAREFUL. JUST GET HER TO TALK. AND FOR FUCK'S SAKE, DON'T ASK HER YES AND NO QUESTIONS.
He gets a shot of Bette's mom over by the stove. She's wearing a turquoise sweater and a turquoise clip in her hair. He gets a close-up of the clip, of the hair falling around it in sweeps. She's got a silver bowl in her hand, and the light from the window is hitting the bowl a little, leaving shiny bits here and there. He gets a shot of that. He gets the way her hand is whipping up the stuff in the bowl -- the way her small knuckles are turning pink, then white again. For a second, he thinks he'd be happy just filming stuff like that forever, if he could get shots of light hitting silver bowls over and over again. A movie of bowls would never get into Sundance, but it'd be fucking gorgeous. And he wouldn't have to watch people starve or kill themselves -- especially good kids like Lydia.
Mrs. Poole asks if he likes pancakes, and he nods. She's embarrassed about the camera or something, keeps saying that he doesn't need to film this. Then in walks Lydia. She's wearing black corduroys and a black turtleneck under a sweater three sizes too big for her, and her eyes stand out like you wouldn't believe, like light hitting silver, like someone's put a flashlight up to them. She sits down, and he's wondering if now would be the time to talk and get something on film before everyone's in the car, if maybe he could pass a note over to her or something. The note would say something urgent, something like "I need to talk with you, now!" He'd use an exclamation mark like that. Maybe he'd tell her about the bowl -- about how that looked on film. Maybe he'd tell her that's what she's like -- like that spot of sunlight hitting the stainless steel. She'd like that. She'd understand shit like that.
But Mrs. Poole's asking if he wants coffee, and she's waving a mug with a picture of a kitten on it in front of the lens, and he tells her yes please, because he needs the caffeine.
He gets a shot out the window -- of the snow out there, the white sky, separated by the snow only with a line of gray that marks the tops of the snow banks. He gets a shot of the green clothesline in the middle of the shot, making it look like a split screen. He'd like to edit a shot of Lydia into a split screen -- put two images of her into the same shot, like two pencils standing next to each other. Turn her into twins -- one can get skinnier and die on film, and the other one can stay here and sing that song that she sang the other day. Shit, that was gorgeous. He gets another shot of Mrs. Poole, pouring white stuff from the silver bowl onto a flat griddle. He gets a shot of the little wisps of smoke curling up from them.
Mrs. Poole asks if Lydia can get everyone for breakfast, and Jesse's happy to have something to do, so he follows her into the dining room. There's a huge window in there, and he gets a shot of the white yard again and the white sky. The fireplace against the far wall is cold, but when they pass the heat register, he can feel the heat blowing at his ankles. It's nice, so he stands there a minute, getting a shot out the window, getting the grid of the window panes and the lacy top of the tablecloth. All he wants to do is film out the windows, film the snow banks and the white sky over and over again. He gets a shot of the birds landing on the green clotheslines, the bare lilac bush, the edge of the lawn where the snow cuts off cleanly into sidewalk. This house is quiet but not a comfortable quiet -- the kind of quiet that comes on the edge of something.
For a minute, he wishes it were all over, filming Lydia and the rest of Bette's family, that he could just forget about them, go home, and watch Mom nurse her coffee and complete the grieving process. Maybe he'll do a whole documentary on death, how it changes people, how things get weird when your dad dies, how you do crazy shit like starting to smoke and falling in love with Bette just because her eyes look a certain way or wanting to get someone's anorexia on film. It's fucking stupid, is what it is. He pans away from the window, gets a shot of his shoes, the beat-up sneakers and the bottoms of his beat-up jeans.
Lydia's in the other room, talking with her dad. Then Lydia's calling up the stairs to Bette, who starts coming down dressed in a green skirt that moves a lot when she walks. Her shoes knock against the stairs. Lydia stands next to Jesse in the hallway. A gush of dry heat spits at his ankles as the heater kicks in.
"What are you filming now?" Lydia says, and he points to the window.
She curls her socked toes toward the rungs of the heating vent. He's getting a close-up of her face -- those huge eyes and the purple blotches of skin underneath them. She's not wearing her glasses.
"I want you to tell me how you started dieting. You know, what was going on and what foods you started with and stuff."
She rubs her hands together, then balls each hand up in a tight fist. She's probably not going to say anything. This is the kind of stuff she'll probably never tell anyone. Her hair is still wet from the shower. He can see wet lines from the comb.
"I started bringing cereal to school for lunch," she says.
There's a long pause, and he wonders if that's all he's going to get.
"I started with Corn Pops. They're pretty low in calories -- sugary, but not too bad, as far as calorie content."
He nods to keep her going. She sounds older than she usually does. She sounds like an expert. He wishes he had the tripod, so he could move his face away from the camera and look her in the eye -- make her feel more comfortable. Then again, maybe it's best this way.
"Then the milk is ninety calories. That's for skim milk, anyway. So I started eating the cereal dry. It tastes better that way. Did you know that?"
There are sounds of forks and plates coming from the kitchen. Lydia's eyes turn that way.
"How much do you eat now?" he says.
She's still looking at the kitchen. The light from the window is hitting just one side of her face.
"Will you show me what I look like on camera?" she says. "I want to see if I look right."
He nods.
"Please don't tell anyone," she says.
"I won't."
He turns off the camera. He rewinds what he's just done and shows her the result. Her face is lit with white light from the window, and her hair is blue-black. He watches her watching it. Her forehead creases like she's got a headache, and the corners of her jaw knot as she grinds her teeth. She tilts her head to hear her voice coming out of the tiny speaker. He has the volume turned down.
"Oh," she says. "Thank you." She gets up and heads to the kitchen.
Fuck. He probably botched it. He's fucked, and the film's fucked. He drops the camera back in its case and pulls out a cigarette.
"Where's Jesse?" he hears Mr. Poole say from the kitchen.
He pulls a magic marker from his pocket while he slips out the door.
QUIT BEING SUCH A DUMB-ASS. JUST GET THE FUCKING STORY ON FILM.
---
Jesse walks through the house with the camera. Empty house shots can always make good filler -- maybe for the credits at the beginning, or during some sort of musical interlude. Kind of cliché, but useful, in a pinch. He gets a shot of the den -- the green couch, the way the light comes in through Mrs. Poole's curtains. She made them herself. She told him so. There's a little office off the den, and there could be some good stuff in there, so he walks that way. He gets a shot of Mrs. Poole's back -- of the turquoise sweater bunched at her elbows. Her hair is down now, and she has it brushed to the front of her shoulder. Her shoulders are shaking, and she's sniffing a lot. He's going to leave, but he turns off the camera instead.
"Mrs. Poole?"
She spins around. The edges of her eyes are red, and she wipes the back of her hand against them, then across her nose. She looks a lot younger when she does that.
"Oh," she says.
He wants to ask why she's crying, but he doesn't. She looks down at her knees, and he notices that her feet are pushed to tiptoe while she's sitting. She looks at him, because it's really his turn to either say something or walk away. He doesn't do either, though. He's a fucking idiot.
"Allergies," she says.
Jesse stares at the frost on the window. It has patterns like flattened snowflakes, just like the kind of frost you see on TV.
"Is Mr. Poole going to be okay?" he asks, and she turns her back to him again for a second. A high squeak comes out of her, only he pretends he doesn't hear it.
"He's going to be fine," she says.
She stands and moves the mass of hair from the front of her shoulder to the back. Then she changes her mind and pulls it forward again, twisting into a rope. Her voice is high when she talks again -- louder, like she's talking to a room of people.
"We better get ready. We have a long drive ahead of us, don't we?"
---
He gets a shot out the window. The grass in the field out there is wheat maybe, because it's long enough to poke through a foot of snow in spots. It's waving against a snowy fence, and there's a row of trees along the fence, permanently bent from wind and heavy with snow. He gets a shot of Lydia, who asks again if her dad can turn up the heat, but he says it's boiling in here. Jesse gets a shot of Bette, who's looking out the window and pointing out all the landmarks she's missed while she's been in the city. She points out how she loves Wisconsin barns, how she could fall in love with the snowy woods, how no one in the city understands things like farms and cows, snowshoeing and snowmobiling. Mrs. Poole is looking out the window too, but she doesn't seem to be listening. Jesse gets a long shot of that -- of her looking out the window at nothing, of the sound of the car engine in the background, Bette sounding all happy. Mrs. Poole puts her hair behind her ear with a gloved hand. She wears the stretchy kind of gloves, and they match her coat exactly. Lydia asks again if the heat can be turned up, and Jesse thinks maybe he should offer her his coat, because he can do without, so he turns off the camera and starts to take off his coat. It's hard to do, without slapping Bette in the face with his sleeve.
(End of Chapter Six. Go to Chapter Seven)
CHAPTER SEVEN
The hospital admitted Lydia through the emergency room -- for insurance purposes, Mom said. Lydia sat in the waiting room on the plastic bank of chairs between Mom and Dad. Jesse and Bette were in a row of chairs facing them, and Jesse had his camera going. He was moving the camera back and forth along the wall, holding the camera on Lydia for a second. Lydia wondered if she still looked as fat as she had this morning, when Jesse showed her what he'd filmed. She hadn't eaten yet today, but she hadn't gotten to exercise either. Zero calories would leave an eight hundred calorie difference because organs took eight hundred calories to keep a person alive, but they'd make her eat when she got in. They'd make her gain weight.
They'd painted the waiting room orange -- waves of orange in varying shades -- and stacks of magazines with pages torn out sat on white Formica tables placed strategically around the room. Lydia pretended to page through one of them. She pretended not to see the camera. The people here weren’t what she expected. She guessed there'd be at least one person with a heart attack, one with a head wound of some kind, but there was nothing as exciting as that -- only a few people scattered throughout the room, flipping through magazines, watching the TV that was perched in the ceiling's corner.
There was a little boy on the bank of chairs to Lydia's left, sitting with the expression of an adult. His cheeks looked red, but nothing else seemed to be wrong with him. His mother -- or maybe his babysitter because she didn't look old -- had long hair that hung in wet strings on either side of her face, like she'd just gotten out of the shower or like she'd fallen through the ice on the lake, maybe. Maybe she had. Maybe they were waiting for the doctors to finish with the boy's older brother, who'd fallen in with her and frozen almost to death. Maybe that's what happened. Maybe all the action was happening in the back, with the doctors.
To Lydia's right was a girl with her arm in a sling, with some dried blood at the edges of the fabric -- not red, like blood should be, but brown. The girl wore slim fit jeans and a tight turtleneck, so you could see the almost-nothing circumference of the girl's waist. Lydia looked like a cow next to her. Lydia was wearing her black corduroys and Dad's old V-neck sweater because she swam in it, and that way, the doctors and the other patients wouldn't see how fat she was and because she wanted to have something of Dad's at the hospital, because what if he lost his hearing while she was in here?
She could imagine how they'd laugh at her when they eventually saw her -- when they looked at her legs, for instance, which still looked like fatty slabs of chicken.
"Mr. Poole," they'd say to Dad, "We understand that you're concerned about your daughter, but really, she's not underweight at all. In fact, I'm surprised your primary care physician gave you a referral. This patient is not worth our time."
Then, maybe Dad would insist a little bit, maybe he'd use emaciated with the doctor, and the doctor (probably a big guy, a guy with a metal clipboard and maybe blood spattered on his lab coat from a stabbing victim or something) would get gruff, downright angry, and he'd say something like "Mr. Poole, this is an emergency room -- I have two patients with cardiac arrest over there, a stab victim, and an asthma attack. I don't have time for this. Your daughter is a waste of my time."
A round nurse wearing a Don't-Worry-Be-Happy button appeared and called Lydia's full name in a high voice.
She led Lydia, along with Mom and Dad, into a white hallway and a white room closed off with linen sheets hung to the ceiling like shower curtains. Jesse and Bette followed too. Jesse had the camera ready in his right hand, with his pointer finger ready on the record button.
"Sorry, no cameras allowed," the Don't-Worry-Be-Happy lady told them.
Jesse started stuffing the camera back in his bag.
"And are you two family members?"
"Yeah. We're her brother and sister," Jesse said, but Bette was already shaking her head and pulling at Jesse's elbow.
"That's okay. We'll both wait out here," she said. Bette was annoying that way sometimes.
In the white room, a framed Monet print hung on the wall above the exam table. The room smelled like rubbing alcohol and sweat. The nurse and doctor (a small man with a metal clipboard but no blood spatters) stripped Lydia to her skin and put her in a smock so short that her knees were sticking out, and she could see the stray hairs she'd missed with the razor this morning. Then they slapped a rubber strap around her arm and took her blood -- two tubes full, which they put in a plastic rack marked "Poole, Lydia." Her name looked funny, sitting over there on the tubes like that -- almost like it belonged to them now. She looked down at her wristband, the "POOLE" looking official, all in caps, not a name at all anymore.
The nurse asked Lydia to lie on a table, then peeled back the top of Lydia's smock. The smiley-faced button bobbed up and down as the nurse leaned over to grab something from behind Lydia. The button slid into the folds of the uniform, then out again.
"This is going to be a little cold," the nurse said, smiling like her button, and she stuck two icy discs to Lydia's chest and started hooking wires to the discs. "This is the EKG," she said.
An EKG was something they did to people on TV. An EKG was serious, more serious than being emaciated. Lydia looked to the other side of the room to see if Mom had heard the word -- and she had, because her face looked like someone was trying to drag it down.
The doctor walked up to the machine with his metal clipboard. He glanced at the reading and said, "Heart rate of thirty-five. That's low."
Lydia looked toward Mom again, toward Dad. It was like on the news, when they showed faces of people after mass destruction -- a tornado, the burning down of a house, the collapse of a skyscraper. Lydia's throat started to hurt. She wanted to collapse.
The nurse replaced Lydia's smock, and told her to sit up. The doctor stood over her right shoulder, with the clipboard glinting from the overhead light. He started in on the questions without introduction. How much did you weigh six months ago? A year ago? Two years ago? Are you menstruating? When did you stop? How old were you when you had your first period? Do you ever feel out of breath? Lightheaded? Have you ever fainted? And how long ago did you stop menstruating again? When you were menstruating, was your flow heavy or light? All of this from a man, with her dad standing there.
The nurse yanked at the paper from the EKG machine. Mom watched the nurse without really watching, blinking every time the printer spouted another line of numbers.
They put Lydia in a wheelchair -- not because Lydia couldn't walk, but that's what they did in hospitals, or maybe they didn't want her burning extra calories. Before wheeling her to the eating disorders ward, the nurse ripped off one of the sticky discs. She forgot the other one, and Lydia left it there for two days, until the nurse weighing her made Lydia take it off because of the extra weight.
---

It didn't look like a hospital in the ward. Here, patients wore regular clothes and socks (not slippers), and there was carpeting, not the cold tile that was everywhere else in the hospital. There was even a lounge, with sofas, stuffed chairs, a TV and VCR, although it didn't look like the patients got to watch movies often. And of course there was the dining room -- a fluorescent-lit space with a huge wooden table where everyone sat to eat -- the kind of table the Waltons would use.
There were six bedrooms, two patients per room. Lydia's roommate, Maura, had colored posters and affirmations taped all over the wall around her bed. I am smart. I believe in my strength. God made me beautiful. I love my family, and they love me. Lydia wondered if Maura really believed things like that.
Lydia's bed was near the window, where she could look out onto the hospital rooftops against a gray sky. She decided that she'd keep her books on the nightstand, and her suitcase (minus the nail clippers and razor for her legs, which they'd taken away) -- maybe she'd keep that underneath the bed.
---
Maura reminded Lydia of Harriet, her old babysitter, who Lydia hadn't seen since she was a kid -- Harriet, who used to blow spit wads during church, make fun of the missionaries who had accents, and ride with the big kids on motorcycles. Harriet lived in Milwaukee now, and she probably had a husband and babies. She probably had her kid's drawings on her refrigerator door.
Maura looked like Harriet, only Maura was skinny -- a lot skinnier than Lydia. Her long arms and legs looked like marionette strings, and although her cheeks weren't quite hollow, they weren't full either. She carried a purse even in her own room, and it crinkled when she moved. Lydia could see packets of something inside -- ketchup, maybe.
"So you're my new roommate?" Maura said. "How old are you?"
"Seventeen."
Maura eased herself on the floor and set her crinkly purse next to her, so it was touching her knee.
"Where do you live?"
"Stevens Point. It's in Wisconsin." Lydia pretended that she was unpacking. She took out the burrito-sized rolls of socks and put them on the bed in a triangle.
"That's where I go to college," Maura said.
"Oh."
The last time Lydia remembered seeing Harriet was the time she'd come over to babysit and scared Bette with a photo of a tarantula.
"You look so young. I'm twenty. I'm an old woman, compared to you," Maura said.
Maura pulled at the strings of her leather boot with her right hand. They were moccasin-style boots with soft soles and leather strings that laced all the way to Maura's knees. Lydia tried to picture Maura shopping for them, trying them and on looking in the foot-mirrors to see if they looked okay. Lydia wondered if she'd look okay in boots like that. Maybe she'd look better than usual -- like a nicer person -- more earthy.
"So you're here to gain weight?" Maura said.
Lydia didn't nod. She didn't know what to do, so she took her gray corduroys from the suitcase. She let them fall open, then folded them onto the bed.
"I'm here to gain weight," Maura said. "That's the only thing left, because I feel great otherwise. You know, all the negative self-talk is gone. It's like I've forgotten how to see myself as the enemy."
"What's negative self?"
"You'll find out. They'll teach you all that stuff."
Maura stretched out both her legs and leaned back on her hands. Her hands were pink, like she'd been sitting on them, only she hadn't been.
"I'm telling you," Maura said, "you can lick this thing. You can get power over it, you know?"
Maura's hair was so blond it was almost white. Her eyebrows were like that too, which sort of made her face look a little fuzzy, like a peach.
"I'm telling you, I've been there. This is my second time in here."
Lydia pulled at the end of her sock and refolded her legs underneath her in front of the suitcase. Maura set her hands in her lap.
"Now, I don't want you to call me crazy or anything," she said, "but for me, I think this thing had to do with demons."
She pushed some of her almost-white hair behind her ear.
"I'm telling you this because I think you'll understand," she said.
Lydia didn't know how Maura knew she'd understand. She wondered if she looked like the kind of person you could talk to. But probably Maura said that kind of thing to everybody. Lydia wondered why Maura had wanted to sit on the floor like this -- why not on the bed, or in that creepy green leather chair? And what did demons have to do with anything?
"Satan uses every angle he can on us," Maura said.
She was talking with her hands now, with her silver ring the size of Texas bouncing the incandescent light in sharp spurts.
"You see, when I had full-blown anorexia, I felt like you do. I was bound by Satan. I couldn't think about anything but calories and my ugly, guilty self. It was like being trapped in some bubble, you know? Or some new dimension, where you can't communicate with anyone, because your mind's trapped in this pattern. Your mind's going in circles."
That's not how it felt for Lydia -- not exactly. Maura moved her hands in circles, and the blurred edge of her hair brushed at her shoulder.
"And you know, I couldn't eat. I just couldn't. These demons had descended on me, and the only way I could get out of it was by the grace of God."
The ring stopped circling, and Maura rearranged the cuffs of her plaid blouse.
"I have two books I'm going to recommend that you read," she said.
Maura raised herself to her knees and eased a red fist into the pocket of her jeans. She pulled out a receipt and uncrumpled it.
"You got a pen?" she said.
Lydia reached a hand into the zipper pocket of her suitcase and pulled out her pen. She handed it to Maura, who wrote in block letters "Breaking From Bondage" and "Freedom From Spiritual Demons."
"These books have helped me so much," she said, and she handed the pen and receipt to Lydia.
Lydia held both in her hand, not knowing if she should put them down while Maura was still talking about them or if she should keep looking at the receipt -- like for reference or something.
"The first book is the best," Maura said. "If you only get one, that's the one you should get."
"Oh," Lydia said, still holding the receipt like that, like an outline to a speech.
Maura arranged her legs.
"So you're cured now?" Lydia said. She decided to set the receipt in her lap.
"Yeah. I would say I am."
"You don't think about this kind of thing at all anymore?"
Maura tugged at the laces of her boots, twisting her pinky around first one lace then the other.
"It's not exactly that easy," she said. "I find ways to calm myself."
"Like how?"
"Well, they help you out while you're here, but when I get home, I'm going to run. At home, I run eight miles a day, and I swim a mile in the evenings. On Fridays I do yoga. I'm going to have to eat a lot of calories to keep my weight up, but the activity helps me keep centered."
"Oh," Lydia said, and she let her eyes fall to the receipt again, watched as Maura retrieved one of the ketchup packets that had fallen from the opening of her purse.
"How long have you been here?" Lydia said, and she pretended to be re-folding her pajamas.
"Two months. I was in here a year ago too. I didn't want to be here, but this time, I know I have to gain weight. I'm here to get better, to make a spiritual transformation."
Lydia wondered what a spiritual transformation was -- and why she would need one to gain weight.
"We've got to go for afternoon snack. I'll show you where it is," Maura said.
"We have to have a snack?"
Maura got up slowly, like an old woman. "You can lick this thing," she said. "I'm living proof of that."
---

Lydia waited in line to find out what she'd have to eat for her snack. The snacks were lined up on the top shelf of the refrigerator in paper bags -- one for every patient, in alphabetical order. Lydia examined the labels, looked for her name. There was her bag -- heavier than expected, when she lifted it.
The bag was stapled shut, and it was too hard to get the staple out, so she tore the paper underneath. Inside were two orange juices, a package of graham crackers, and a carton of vanilla pudding. As she watched what the others did, Lydia picked out a paper plate and arranged the contents on it, peeling the paper bag label and sticking it over the juices so the nurse would be able to check her off the list.
"You have fifteen minutes to eat your snack, okay?" the nurse said, and she pointed toward the room with the big table.
The paper plate bent with all the weight, and Lydia walked quickly to the cafeteria before anything could fall. Another nurse -- Patty was her name, maybe -- checked the plate in the cafeteria. She smiled. She had a clipboard, and she was writing as everyone was eating. She'd watch everyone for a few minutes, then write something. She watched Maura for a long time.
Patty's eyes were wet, and she'd wipe them with the side of her hand every so often and say something to herself about the pollen. "So much pollen," she'd say, even though it was winter, and she kept watching Maura. Then she checked the time, turned her watery gaze to Lydia, and looked toward the girl with the dark bobbed hair and the nose ring. She wrote something down again, watched the time.
Lydia started with the first orange juice. The foil on the juice carton wouldn't rip off right, and she had to peel and tear at the edges. She started sipping slowly, then began gulping. The girl with the dark hair had said the nurses would force-feed anyone who didn't finish their snack in fifteen minutes.
"They'll make you drink a protein drink," she said, "and you'll get fatter quicker."
Lydia tore open the second orange juice and downed it as quickly as she could, because the crackers would take a while. She opened the first package of graham crackers, broke each cracker into as many pieces as she could, and lined the pieces on her tray before eating them. Patty would be writing that down, but graham cracker was better this way -- lasted longer. It was sweet, felt grainy on her tongue. She let each bit of graham dust stick inside her lip.
Then she peeled the foil off the pudding and licked what clung to the lid. This was not the sugar free kind. Time was running out, and she spooned the pudding in quickly. Then she brandished her plate full of foil and plastic containers for Patty to check and set the trash on top of the garbage.
She felt full. She felt like her belly was falling out of her skin. But she was sort of glad they were making her eat vanilla pudding with sugar. She could suck down a truckload of sugar, she thought. She could eat pixie sticks by the bundle. They -- Patty and all the other nurses, even Mom and Dad and probably Bette -- they had no idea what Lydia was capable of, how fat she would get if she let herself eat.
If she lived here, she could eat like this every day. She'd be forced to eat meals and snacks with chocolate pudding every day, for the rest of her life, maybe. For breakfast, she'd eat waffles -- and she'd use lots of syrup, like she used when she was a kid. She'd pour it in each of the waffle squares, until each square was a miniature cup of syrup, and she'd eat each square one at a time. Then for lunch, she'd have ice cream -- blue moon ice cream, and she'd have a big bowl, and maybe she'd use chocolate sauce, even though chocolate and blue moon didn't go together. Then for an afternoon snack, she'd eat popcorn -- a whole bag of microwave popcorn, and she'd put spicy powder on it, or Tabasco sauce, so it'd be so hot that she cried while she ate it. And she'd still be crying at dinnertime, when she'd have spaghetti with one gigantic meatball in the center. The meatball would be so big it'd take up a whole plate. Who cared if there were starving children in other continents, or even in Wisconsin, who cared if people were dying without food, because she'd eat the whole meatball -- and it'd be wet with all the tomato sauce, and when she got to the noodles, she'd slurp them up, and the orange sauce would splash all over the corners of her mouth. Then, for her evening snack, she wouldn't just have a pudding and some graham crackers. She'd have a whole vat of pudding, in layers with all the types of pudding that existed -- chocolate and vanilla and butterscotch and tapioca and caramel and Oreo and that new green slime kind of pudding that Bette sometimes ate.
And the more she ate, the fatter Lydia would get. She'd get so big that she'd fill up the room, and then she'd spill out into the hallway, until she covered the whole hospital, and the nurses and all the patients would start running out, as her fat squished through the hallways, like a moving cloud of smoke, and they'd be running in their squeaky white shoes, and they'd leave the patients there to die -- the people hooked up to breathing machines and the mothers with their newborns and the bald cancer patients and the children there with appendicitis. They'd all try to run. They'd wheel around their IV tubes on carts, and they'd shuffle around in their hospital-issued slippers. But it would be too late. They'd be smothered in Lydia's fat. They'd be walled in, smushing their faces up against it like pillows. Little kids would be rolled up in her quadruple chins, and men would be encased like corn dogs in the belly rolls of fat. And Lydia would be too big to feel it -- she'd be too big to hear all the cancer patients screaming and the little kids yelling and the mothers crying like newborn babies. The walls of the hospital would fall apart around her, and she'd be sitting in the rubble, like a gigantic meatball, with the half-dead people around her wailing and bleeding, and she wouldn't even notice the pain she was causing.
---
Everything that first day in the hospital was exciting -- like seeing the nurse named Anastasia, who came in every hour and peeked into all the rooms while flipping pages on a clipboard -- or seeing the red, white, and blue U.S. Beef truck in the parking lot outside Lydia's window. But the best was seeing the images of people -- Maura and her boots or Amy and her city haircut or Rosie, who wore fingernail polish called "cranberry" that shined like a new car. Lydia wondered if she would look better with cranberry nail polish. Probably she'd look better if she were sophisticated like Amy or good like Maura.
Lydia saw Maura reading in the lounge after everyone else had put on pajamas and doused themselves in powder and lotion for bed. Maura had the Bible sitting in her lap. She was writing in the margins with a red ballpoint pen. The margins were filled with dates or sometimes initials. Sometimes the initials were long, like "C.B. on 8/23/00 was A.A.F., even though I D.W.T.K.H.!!!" Stuff like that.
Maura looked perfect sitting there with her blond hair and her blond eyebrows and her lips covered with clear lip gloss, because she was the kind of beautiful that didn't need makeup or cranberry polish. She was the kind of beautiful who read the Bible, who wore moccasins and taupe-colored turtlenecks, and her wrists were so thin you could almost see through them. She was the skinniest person here.
Lydia wanted to take a picture of the notes Maura took in the margins. She would get a picture of Maura's wrists and Rosie's cranberry polish and the way Amy's eyebrows were plucked in a clean line. Then she'd get a picture of the needle going into her arm when they took blood, pictures of the many-colored bruises on everyone's arms, pictures of the white onion on top of her hamburger at dinnertime. White onion, for God's sake.
She wished Jesse were here with his camera.
She walked into her room and put on the white pajamas. Her feet were bare and cold, and as she tied the strings at the top of her pajama top, she kneeled by the suitcase. She pulled out the camera and looked at the room through the view finder. She looked at the gray floor, the signs on Maura's side of the wall. She held still on the sign that said "God made me beautiful and strong," and she snapped the camera. A flash highlighted the room. She held her eye to the camera and swiveled to the window. The U.S. Beef truck wasn't there anymore, but it was snowing out there -- the wet, loose kind of snow where you could actually see the individual snowflakes if you looked close enough. One of the flakes was hanging by a corner to the window, and Lydia took a picture of that too. Then she stretched out her left arm with the bruise that was still purple from all the blood they'd taken, and she took a picture of that. The bruise was shaped like Donald Duck.
What Lydia really wanted to do was somehow get the camera inside herself -- to get a photo of her guts and her heart and the frame of her skeleton -- and maybe even further inside. Maybe she could get a picture of her thoughts. Then she'd find out exactly how bad she really was -- what she really looked like.
She opened her mouth and took a picture of her tongue, of her hot, onion-smelling breath. That's when Maura's moccasins padded in. The bottoms stuck a little to the floor.
"What are you doing?" she said, and she flopped a book on the bed.
She sat and started unlacing the moccasins. Lydia watched. She wanted to know how they worked, if you had to unlace them all the way to the toes to get them off.
"What'd they make you eat for dinner tonight?" Maura said.
She'd unlaced both moccasins to mid-calf and was pulling her feet out of them. The moccasins looked like leg-shaped shells without her in them -- like they'd been keeping her legs up all along. Her legs were incredibly white underneath -- white like dental floss.
"Hamburger. With onions," she said.
"That's the hardest," Maura said. "They usually save that for the second week here -- unless you told them you were a vegetarian. Did you?"
Lydia nodded, even though she couldn't remember what she'd told them.
"They have something against anorexic vegetarians."
Maura's feet were dainty, too -- long and thin. Lydia pushed her feet underneath her. Her feet were so wide they were boats.
"Could you turn around?" Maura said.
Lydia stared at her. Even Maura's eyelashes were blond. That's how Lydia always imagined angels when she was kid -- snow angels, Bette called it, when you lie in the snow and make an imprint. Bette's angels were always the prettiest. Maura's would probably be even prettier, because she was so long and thin.
"Could you turn around?"
"What?"
"I'm going to change," Maura said.
"Oh." Lydia spun around.
God, Maura probably thought she was the sort of roommate who wouldn't give her any privacy. She probably thought Lydia had been going through her things while she'd been reading. Maybe she thought Lydia was some kind of spy. Lydia could slam the camera down her throat to choke herself.
"Okay," Maura said, and Lydia was waiting for Maura to tell her okay, it was time for Lydia to get out of the room. She had to sleep on the floor in the hallway. She had to sleep without a blanket, with her bare feet turning blue, and maybe she'd freeze to death in the hallway. Maybe snowflakes would come out with her breath, and it'd serve her right, because she was a fat-faced sneak.
"You can turn around," Maura said, and Lydia did.
Maura did look like a snow angel, because she was wearing a white nightgown with ruffles at the sleeves and at the neck -- the kind of nightgown that people only wear on TV, and Lydia wished she had one, because Maura looked innocent in it -- like a little girl. Lydia wished she looked so little.
"There's a food distribution problem," Lydia said.
"What?" Maura was smoothing down the corner of one of her posters. Then she leaned into her bag and pulled out a blue tube of lotion.
"That's why I'm a vegetarian," Lydia said. "Because Americans' beef consumption depletes the land in South America. All the grazing of the cattle. Have you heard of that?"
"No," Maura said. "But I know what you mean. Meat's the hardest thing to eat. It's putting yourself right at the top of the food chain."
She squirted a white blob of lotion on her hand. It smelled like water and ocean and had blue crystals in it. Lydia wished she hadn't said anything. She should put the camera away and get under the covers and pretend to sleep, because then she'd be quiet and stop saying stupid things. Maura rolled up the ruffled sleeves and put a dab of the lotion on each elbow. Her arms were hard-looking and hairy. There were pink blotches on her skin. Lydia closed the camera in her suitcase and crawled under her covers. She turned out her lamp and sat with the covers up to her chin. The ribbon at the top of the blanket was cold and slippery. Maura pulled back her own covers. She'd pulled back her hair with a white headband. She smoothed down her nightgown as she got into bed, so not even an ankle or knee showed as she moved. She watched Lydia from the corner of her eye.
"I probably won't be your roommate for long," she said. "They'll have to send me home soon, I've gotten so fat."
"Are we allowed to use the word fat here?"
"Not really. I'll be going home soon, though. I know I'm getting bigger."
"Oh," Lydia said. Maura hated her. She knew it.
---
Mom had looked nice when she was young, with the long hair that Lydia saw in pictures, always wearing denim skirts and Bass sandals. It's not that she'd changed a lot. She still wore the same clothes, but she had changed too.
Lydia had been having dreams about Mom recently, driving around with Mom in the old truck, driving to Home Depot, singing Johnny Cash songs in the car, putting bare feet up to the cold windshield while Mom pretended not to notice. And in the dream Mom was always young, but Lydia was old -- incredibly old, trying not to think about how old she was, how she'd gotten so much older than Mom so fast. Last night she'd actually woken in a sweat, screaming in the dry hospital air until the night-shift nurse said in a low voice "It's only a dream." Then Lydia opened her eyes to the grainy dark. The night nurse sat on the edge of Lydia's bed, so the mattress bent low toward the ground. She smelled like baby powder.
"You all right? You want to talk about it?" she said.
"No, I'm okay." And Lydia put one hand to her throat.
"All right." The nurse stood, and the mattress swung back to its usual position.
---
For her first three days Lydia was on suicide watch, which meant that every hour during the night, a nurse would wake her up with a flashlight to make sure she was still alive. Then, at midnight and again at 3:35am, a nurse would come in and do something called Vitals, which meant that she'd take Lydia's blood pressure and pulse. It would start with the feeling of fingerprints on her inner wrist, then the Velcro sound of the blood pressure cuff next to her ear and the weird tightening of it against her upper arm. Sometimes Lydia would open her eyes and turn her head to the strange face, different than the faces of nurses during the day. These faces seemed like dreams -- nice dreams, though.
The daytime nurses woke the patients at five every morning. Then first thing, while the hall lights were still flickering on, everyone was corralled to the bathroom to empty their bladders and get rid of water weight. A nurse with a clipboard would mark off the names of everyone as they flushed and came out. Then came the worst part -- the thing Lydia hated more than anything -- the weigh-in, where she had to take off all her clothes and stand on the scale naked.
Naked, right in front of a nurse, with her big, not-emaciated-enough belly hanging out for the nurse to see and the goose-bumps peeking on her arms and legs. And after she did the deed -- once she dropped the hospital gown and stood there trying not to act naked, Lydia was always surprised, because no matter which nurse it was, she always looked at the nakedness as you'd look at a sack of potatoes, a bottle of dishwasher detergent, a car parallel parking. And the nurse never told her the number. Lydia wasn't allowed to know. Her body didn't belong to her anymore. Something about that was comforting.
Then every morning, one of the nurses took Lydia's blood. They had to use a special child-sized tourniquet for her, and no matter which nurse it was, she always had a hard time finding the vein. Some nurses kept telling her to ball her hand into a fist. Some smacked the inside of her arm lightly, hoping a vein would stand out. "Such teeny veins," they would sometimes say in their singsong nurse voices. They alternated arms every day, and Lydia watched each bruise form on her arm. She watched them turn yellow as the days passed.
After her blood was drawn, Lydia raced the other girls to the shower. The shower stalls were open. The tile was gray and clean, but there was no curtain, just an open doorway to the shower spigot. Lydia was usually one of the first to the showers. She usually had to wait just for Mindy, who didn't have to have blood drawn every morning anymore and always got there first. Lydia missed singing in the shower, because she couldn't do it here. She missed the Shenandoah song, and Peter, Paul, and Mary songs about pacifism and the Christmas carols that she sang all year long. She missed knowing that Mom was standing outside the bathroom door, listening. That was probably the worst part about being here.
Then, every day at 6:35, Lydia took the depression screening test. Do you worry about your health: every day, often, sometimes, or never? Do you feel worthless every day, often, sometimes, or never? Is it hard for you to wake up in the morning everyday, often, sometimes, or never? Then nurse Rob would squeak away in his white shoes to archive them in the patient files.
After that, it was time for breakfast, which wasn't as bad as Lydia imagined. She would never say it to anyone, but eating breakfast was the best part about being in the hospital.
---
Each meal took two hours -- one for eating and another so Patty could make sure nobody threw up. When it was all added up, most of the day was spent in the cafeteria, which was an ugly room with no windows and that big oak table that everyone sat around. It was supposed to feel homey -- like eating at a country farmhouse. Lydia stared across the table at Patty, with her clipboard made of clear plastic, and at all the other girls and what they were eating. Lydia wished she were eating everything on the table, even the table itself.
She had soup today -- one of her favorites, because it was hot and took a long time to eat. She swung her legs while she ate -- in circular patterns, like the whip kick she'd learned in swimming lessons. With soup, it was important to eat the broth first, because then all the stuff was left at the bottom of the bowl. That way, she could separate all the carrots and eat them together and then the celery and the tomatoes and then the chunks of stringy beef that they'd thrown in there. Lydia tried to swallow each broth spoonful slowly, so she'd take the full hour allotted for dinner. Anything faster, and she'd be a failure. If she could, she'd eat the whole thing in three minutes. She'd kick Amy out of her seat and start in on that spaghetti.
Amy's spaghetti looked like the Chef Boyardee kind, with the tomato sauce already mixed with the noodles. Amy was from the city -- not like the rest of the girls, who'd been driven here from little towns all over the state. Amy was sophisticated. She wore her hair in a bob with high bangs and had the kind of face that Lydia always imagined for characters in books. Sometimes Lydia would ask Amy about the city -- like, do the buildings really look all twinkly at night, like they do on TV? And do people ever talk to each other? And do people ever smile? Do they even see each other? My sister lives in New York City, she would tell Amy.
Amy had scars all along her spine from all the sit-ups she'd done. She'd shown them to Lydia, and they ran right up the middle of her back, looking like blurry incisions, all pink and puffy. The night nurses kept catching Amy doing sit-ups in the middle of the night. She lost her exercise privileges, and if she didn't stop, they said, she'd have to go back on suicide watch. Lydia had done sit-ups before coming here, but only eight hundred at a time, and she would never disobey the nurses by trying it here -- which felt pathetic, somehow.
But even Amy was gaining weight here. She weighed one hundred sixteen, which was shocking. If Lydia weighed that much, she'd crack her head open on the shower tiles one day.
To Amy's right sat Rosie. Today, she was eating a baked potato and some kind of meat loaf thing with barbecue sauce that smelled like vomit. Lydia could smell it from here -- all that meat. Rosie had crazy red hair that stuck up like a cupie doll. She'd been in the hospital for three months. She was in ICU until they put her here to get her to eat and force her to stop running. Now she ate three thousand calories a day and pretended to love it. She was eating the brown stuff like she was in a commercial, smiling at Patty after every bite. Lydia didn't know how much Rosie had weighed when she got in here, but Amy said that she'd been a lot thinner. Amy said nobody could be so enthusiastic about food -- especially three thousand calories.
Stephanie, who was new like Lydia, sat on the other side of the table, always at the head, opposite Patty. Today, Stephanie had lucked out, because she got French toast for dinner -- with syrup and whipped cream, and even strawberries and yogurt to put on top. Stephanie always scraped her fork with her teeth when she ate. Yesterday, she'd refused to eat her raisin bran and kept saying she didn't have to, because she hadn't had a bowel movement in three days. She even called it a bowel movement. She'd overdosed on laxatives once, Amy said, and now, all she ever wanted to do was talk about bowel movements. The nurses forced her to drink Ensure, which had more calories than the regular meals. Then they carted her off to the general psych ward for a day while Lydia sat in occupational therapy making moccasins from a kit.
Maura sat next to Lydia, closest to the door. Tonight Maura had a grilled chicken sandwich with mayo. She put ketchup on it and ate it by shredding the chicken into tiny strands. Amy said no one was allowed to talk about Maura's weight, because for some reason, Maura was still losing.
---
Lydia was off suicide watch today, and she was allowed to go to the hospital's tutoring center to work on her schoolwork. The tutoring center was far away -- in the general pediatric ward. Lydia wore shoes for the first time in five days, and she put on a third layer under her sweater to keep warm, because Amy said the air was colder out there. She wore her corduroys with pockets, and at the last minute, she slipped her camera into the biggest pocket.
One of the nurses unlocked the padded eating disorder ward door, and Lydia followed into a tiled hallway, her toes feeling squished together in the shoes, like she'd never worn them before. All the clothes made her look fat, she thought, like she didn't belong here, and everyone knew she didn't.
School was held in a place that had probably been a storage room once. It had a cement floor, a table big enough for three kids, and a few books piled in corners here and there. The woman who ran the center -- Lydia didn't get her name -- had tight curls and a voice that sounded like she had something caught in her throat. Lydia's teachers had mailed her work, and it had been waiting here for days, undone.
A strange girl sat across from Lydia. The girl didn't have hair, and she had tubes running underneath her clothes and criss-crossing on her lap.
Lydia wondered what Mom told her teachers when Lydia was sent here -- whether the teachers thought Lydia was just trying to get attention. That's probably what they thought, right? Miss Ruben probably thought Lydia was spoiled. Maybe she even talked with Jennifer B. about it during singing lessons. Jennifer B. would ask where Lydia was, and Miss Ruben would say, "She's in the hospital." And of course Jennifer B. would be concerned. She would ask what was wrong, and Miss Ruben would say, "She's fine, really. She's refusing to eat, trying to get attention. Her parents are at their wits' end -- I talked with her mother the other day, and she looked like she would collapse right there, the poor thing. It's really shameful, what a girl like that can do to a family."
Lydia put her English textbook into her lap and pretended to be reading it while she watched her legs. They'd gotten fatter. She'd gotten fatter. She pushed up her sleeve and looked at her wrist. She could still see the veins through her skin. The blue bubbles still stood out, and for some reason, that was comforting. The blue wiggled over the bony strand of tendon. Her skin looked thin like tissue paper. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the camera. Just one picture of this. It would comfort her. Maybe, if she got the camera close enough, it would see inside her wrist, behind her bone and into the veins themselves. Maybe no one would notice the click if she coughed. She tried to hold the camera low while she snapped.
"What are you doing?" the tutoring center woman said, and her puffy hands were in little fists. "You can't have a camera in here." Her tight curls bounced a little while she got out of her folding chair. "I'm going to have to take that from you," she said.
Lydia set the camera in the woman's plump hand and watched the woman drop it in a canvas bag that said "University of Minnesota." The woman's face was red and flustered, like she'd been stuck in a humid room. And Lydia could feel something happening in her stomach. It wasn't just the digestion, because she was used to that by now. It was the awful feeling.
This woman hated Lydia now. Everyone would know soon. The woman would tell the nurses, and they'd start hating Lydia. Then Maura, who already probably hated Lydia from the first night, would say something, and Amy would start hating her. Everyone would know that Lydia took pictures, was weird, and was too fat for the hospital. Maybe they would send her home. Maybe they would stop asking her how she felt in group meetings.
She wished Jesse were here -- or Bette. When Bette came to visit, everything would be better. She would understand.
---
Lori, Lydia's therapist, sat there as usual in her flat boots and long purple skirt, opening and closing her Carmex container.
"Why do you feel the need to take pictures of the other patients in the hospital?" she said, and Lydia wanted to disappear -- into the Carmex container, maybe. She'd like to be a speck of nothing in the Carmex container, and then Lori would accidentally smear Lydia all over her lips and smush her to death.
"I wasn't taking pictures of other people," Lydia said. "I was taking a picture of my wrist."
Lori nodded. She wrote something down, then fluffed her skirt by kicking up her ankle. Her expression didn't change. It was like she'd been trained to have this expression.
"Let's talk about you and me," Lori said. She said that a lot -- like that would help anything.
Lydia moved closer to the edge of the couch. She never laid on it, mostly because Lori kept a paper towel on the pillow. There were Kleenex boxes perched in corners around the room, some with flowers or stripes. Lori always left one box on top of the paper towel, right on the pillow, like an oversized mint.
Lori hugged her Carmex container in a limp hand. She must buy it by the truckload, the way she used the stuff.
"How do you feel about our talking like this?" Lori said, like she'd decided to try another tactic. Lydia didn't answer.
"I want you to feel comfortable in here," Lori said. "This is your safe place."
Lydia crossed her legs, then uncrossed them. She scratched her upper arm. She was thinking about the nuns she'd read about at the library, how they punished themselves by wearing thick mohair dresses in the middle of the summer. It was maybe one hundred degrees inside those mohairs, with the humidity and everything.
"Lydia, I think you're avoiding me," Lori said. "Do you feel at all threatened by my questions?"
Lydia moved the Kleenex box and sank her head to the pillow. She closed her eyes and pretended she was home, and Bette was whispering in her ear to wake her in the middle of the night.
---
R&R stood for Rest & Relaxation. The nurses put on videos of waterfalls and birds chirping, and everyone was supposed to sleep or pray or meditate. Lydia curled up on the beige couch and scanned all the skinny bodies -- especially the new girl, Amanda -- all skull and skeleton, lying in a weird heap in the armchair like a toy that someone had thrown down in a hurry. Lydia glanced over at the treadmill in the corner, wondered how often it was used. At least sometimes, she knew, because Amy had gotten exercise privileges back again and could use the treadmill for fifteen minutes on Tuesdays and Thursdays.
Lydia wondered if they'd ever give her the camera back. She wondered if they'd get the film developed for her, maybe, and if, when she got to go home, they'd present her with the pictures. Maybe they'd use the pictures to prove that Lydia was clinically insane. Maybe they'd found out that Lydia secretly hated Bette sometimes -- that she sometimes tried to picture Bette thirty pounds heavier, or getting Cs in school. Maybe they knew that Lydia sometimes wished she were going deaf like Dad. Maybe they knew that she wore earplugs sometimes, just to pretend. Maybe they knew that she didn't believe God was a good guy. Maybe they knew that, deep down, Lydia wasn't a very good person. Lori probably knew it, at least. She was trained to figure out that sort of thing.
Lydia scratched at her upper arm. They were using the waterfall video today -- the one that always made Lydia have to go to the bathroom. Pictures of the waterfall were interspersed with footage of blue jays and robins and chickadees. The chickadee moved his head quickly from side to side and made tracks in the TV snow while he hopped around.
Lydia wished she could keep losing weight, like Maura did. Maura still had her vitals checked twice in the middle of the night, and Lydia wished she did too. She wished she was in danger still -- that the doctors would say things like "We're concerned about her" when they made their rounds -- or maybe not. She wished Mom and Dad were here.
Lydia closed her eyes and tried not to let the waterfall sounds register in her bladder, so she could pretend she was maybe dead, or maybe not quite dead but part of a photo -- just a picture of a wrist or the inside of a mouth -- or even the image of a tonsil, way in the back of the throat, where it was hard to see.
---
Lydia had worn her blue sweater today, because Bette had given it to her for Christmas. She was eating quickly for once, shoveling the yogurt (not low-fat) and raisin bran in her mouth without even thinking about it. Four more hours, and Bette would be here with Jesse. In four hours, Lydia would have eaten five hundred more calories. She'd have been through group, taken the depression screening test, and she'd have gone to the tutoring center.
Then, at one o'clock, everyone else would be in R&R, but Lydia would be in her room with Bette and Jesse and maybe Jesse's camera. It would be awkward at first, maybe. Maybe Bette would be afraid to hug Lydia or something -- that's how Bette was sometimes. But after that wore off, Bette would show Lydia pictures of the city. They'd talk about Mom and Dad, and maybe, even though Jesse would be there, they'd sing together. Maybe they'd sing so loud that the nurses would stand by the door to listen, like Mom used to do. Maybe Jesse would talk to the nurses about getting Lydia's camera back, and maybe Bette would ask them if just this once, Lydia could have a needle and thread to work on the crazy quilt. Maybe Jesse and Bette would say they were concerned, like the doctors said about Maura. Maybe Jesse would give her a hug.
Lydia watched Maura eating her toast, shredding it to tiny bits and covering it with ketchup before putting it in her mouth. She watched Rosie scoop out a big spoonful of oatmeal and widen her mouth as far as it would go to get the stuff inside.
Bill, the only nice nurse in the day shift, padded in with a strange look on his face, whispered something to Patty, and motioned Lydia away from the table. The other girls watched her as she left the room. They moved their eyes but not their heads.
"You got a phone call," Bill said when they were out in the hall, and he pushed his cell phone at her. "I gave your sister my number when she called the front desk. I'm not supposed to do this, so make it quick."
Lydia did keep it quick.
Afterwards, she handed the phone to Bill with a "Thank you" and headed for the bathroom. Inside, it smelled like bleach and lemon scent. Lydia's footsteps echoed on the tiles as she walked to each stall and poked at the doors to see that no one was there. She chose the handicapped stall, closed herself in. She stood still, stared into the white circle of toilet, and listened for footsteps. She scratched her arms and waited for crying to start, because crying was supposed to happen at a time like this. Nothing came out. She scratched her arms again -- harder this time -- then rolled up her sleeves and scratched them again. Her fingernails were bloody.
She walked back into the hallway, and Bill was gone, but Patty was there, staring at Lydia's face -- the red around her mouth, the runny nose, the extra water in her eyes. No one believed Lydia when she said she hadn't been throwing up in there.
(End of Chapter Seven. Go to Chapter Eight)
---
* Even after the strawberry, Lydia's boyfriend in college (Mark Kline), would tell her that nothing felt real until he told her about it, that it didn't happen until she took it in too. At first, this seemed like a compliment, but years after that, almost fifteen years after the strawberry, when Lydia was living in New York herself, after having read Virginia Woolf, she would come to the sudden realization that Mark was hoping that she would magnify him at twice his natural size, as Woolf described. Mark wanted to tell Lydia about life only so she would magnify events for him, magnify his life, magnify his significance. That was her job -- not to see the world herself, but to show his world to him in an acceptable, easy-to-swallow way.
Mark liked things magnified. He liked to imagine his life after college -- the cars he would have, the dress his future wife would wear, the money he would earn and the power that would come with it. He used to tell Lydia that, when he walked by the large windows on campus outside the library, he would imagine them exploding as he walked by them, shattering outward and onto the lawn outside, where the Canadian geese liked to graze.
Lydia knew it must be great to be magnified -- to feel that others saw you in Technicolor -- but how horrible, to believe the original self wasn't enough. She knew what that was like.
(return to where you were before the link)
CHAPTER EIGHT

GET BETTE'S REACTION. SHIT, THIS IS GOOD STUFF.
Bette's twisting the red phone cord around her finger again. This time, Jesse's right in front of her in the gray kitchen, getting the way Bette's biting her lip. Her lips look chapped, and he gets a shot of them, the way she keeps licking them while she's talking. He gets her hand while she holds a pink highlighter and makes pink squares and boxes on the legal pad in front of her. He wants to grab her head and hold it in his hands. He wants to give her stuff, doesn't matter what it is -- anything to make her feel better.
"I can't believe they let me talk to you," she says, and she's wrapping the cord around her wrist.
"It is, but I don't want you to be scared. He's been to the doctor and they think -- I mean, they're sending him to Mayo Clinic, but they think he's going to have to do surgery on the other ear, and it's --"
She's stretching the cord from the floor now, letting it go between her big toe and the toe next to it. Jesse puts a hand on her shoulder, because it looks like she needs it. Her muscles feel tense, and he squeezes her shoulders a bit to loosen them up. She moves away, toward the counter, and his hand falls to his side like he's a fucking scarecrow.
"No, he's not. But they think -- I mean, it's about eighty or ninety percent chance he'll lose all hearing."
Lydia's voice is coming from the other end, sounding like Mickey Mouse.
"No, he's not," Bette says.
Jesse gets a shot of Bette against the window now. The sun's finally starting to come up, and the blue light of the snow is glowing like neon. Bette's hair looks black against it. He gets a shot of her eyes, which are wide. The tendons in her neck are sticking out, with the skin stretched over them like webbing. Shit, she's amazing -- like a painting.
"Soon," she says.
Lydia's voice is like Mickey again. Jesse wishes he could get her face -- get reaction shots of her -- maybe see if she decides to diet more with the news.
"She just didn't want to worry you while you're trying to get better. She just wanted to make sure you were protected, that's all."
He gets a shot out the window while she talks, because the blue light is turning pink, and he remembers what Mom used to always say when the sky was like that.
"I just wanted you to know, so you could prepare. I don't know. It's going to be a little longer before we can come visit, that's all."
The snow has a pink kind of glow now. Snow is like water. It can take on the color of whatever's around it. Jesse wants to be out in the snow. He wants to hear what morning sounds like out there. Fuck the movie. Fuck drama and Sundance and the art of documenting pain. He wants shots of the birds, maybe a waterfall or something. He wants to get that snow in every light -- right now, when it's pink and when the sky is white, when it's blue, when it's dark and the bits of glitter in the snow are mirroring the constellations. That's what he wants. Why should he have to get fucking reaction shots? Watch people go deaf and get skinnier than hell? He shuts off the camera and goes out for a smoke. The cold out there is like setting foot on a mound of frostbitten ice cream.
He changes his mind and gets a shot of Bette through the window. She's holding the receiver with both hands, like she's trying to hug it. Her eyes are closed, and it looks like she might be singing or something.
---
QUIT FUCKING AROUND AND JUST GET SOME OF THE UGLY SHIT ON FILM.
Jesse has the window open at the end of a hallway, and he looks down toward the bottom of the stairs to check if anyone is awake. He needs another cigarette. The coast is clear, so he pulls one out and lights it.
The lighter's flame wavers from the window breeze, but when he finally gets the end of the cigarette glowing, the smoke comes out thick and dark, then is sucked outside by the cold air. It goes through the screen like ghosts in bad movies go through walls. Shit, two cigarettes already before six in the morning. He closes his eyes and pretends he's sleeping. Sleeping and smoking. Almost the same thing.
The cigarette is to his knuckle now. Maybe he should have another one. Maybe he should just fuck it and become a chain smoker. Dad would roll over in his grave, and that's as good a reason as any to do it.
He can see just a patch of the hallway at the bottom of the stairs. Mrs. Poole's bare feet walk through the patch. Her legs are white, like they've been sculpted from Crisco.
Jesse smashes the cigarette into a butt on the window sill. He grabs the camera from the bag and hits record. Someone down there is making a sniffing sound. Then a pair of wet hands are slapping against the floor, and Mr. Poole's head follows. His hair is sticking up in geometric shapes, and Jesse zooms in for a close-up.
There's a yellow patch on Mr. Poole's pajama shirt, a bit of wet yellow at the top button. His elbows keep bending and straightening again, and the shape of his arms underneath keeps appearing and disappearing under the folds of his sleeves. He's crawling on the floor. Shit, what a shot.
Jesse gets the eyes closing and opening, the head moving in quick jerks. He hopes the camera will get audio of the sniffing, but it probably won't. He hopes it at least gets the way he's calling for Mrs. Poole, asking for a bucket. His face is yellow in this light, and the silver knobs of the linen closet hang above him like stars.
Jesse hopes the audio captures the knocks on the door, one knock after the other like Death coming to get him, except the knocks are Mrs. Poole's heels on the floor. The two rectangles of her knees slide onto the floor next to Mr. Poole's head, and her hand sticks an empty ice cream pail under his nose.
There's a rustling next to Jesse. Then shit, because Bette's right behind him, still wearing her pajamas and depositing herself in a seat at the top step like she's just slid into home base.
"Don't film this," she says, and her voice comes in a tone he’s never heard before..
He stops the recording just as Mr. Poole lowers his head into the ice cream bucket and lets out this wail like you wouldn't believe.
Bette's eyes look all watery, the color of melting ice cubes, and Jesse wants to fucking kill himself for being such a bastard, for missing that fucking good wail from Mr. Poole, and for not giving a shit about anyone but his fucking film and his fucking art. Bette pulls her braid over her shoulder and fiddles with the end, which is like a paintbrush.
"I'm sorry," he says, and he starts packing up the camera.
He's waiting for her to say something more. She doesn't, though, and he wishes he could get a shot of her right now, because her hand is shaking. She sees him seeing it, and she uses the hand to push at an imaginary piece of hair or something near her ear.
---
WHO GIVES A SHIT ABOUT LYDIA. GET ALL THIS OTHER STUFF.
Jesse gets a shot of the parking lot on the way in, which is bigger than a few football fields. The parking lines are covered in a cheese-thick layer of snow, and the cars are whitened with varying layers of frost and ice that hits the sun and sends the light off at odd angles. Jesse follows Bette, getting a shot of the iced-over track of footprints on the way to the clinic.
Shit, this is good drama. Lydia's going to starve to death, Mr. Poole's going to go deaf or die in surgery, and Bette and her mom will die of grief or something. Everyone dies anyway, like Dad always said. It's a fact of life, so who gives a shit if Jesse gets some of it on film.
The entrance to the clinic is a big glass space with automatic doors. Right inside is a carpeted room with three elevator banks, and next to each elevator is a bunch of women with gray fluffs of hair and a few old guys with canes and veiny hands. Jesse gets a shot of all the leather loafers, orthopedics, and white sneakers. In the elevator, he gets a long shot of Mrs. Poole, who keeps taking off her stretchy gloves, then stretching them on her hands again.
"It's cold out there," she says to the fluffy-haired strangers, but they don't respond.
The audiology waiting room looks like a den from the seventies. The carpet is mustard-colored, and there are brown couches -- maybe two dozen of them -- arranged end to end and facing a desk at the front of the room. Jesse gets a shot of Bette looking at the camera, probably hoping he'll have the decency to turn it off. But to hell with decency. He's a documentary filmmaker, for fuck's sake.
The place gives Jesse the creeps, but he gets a close-up of the lady behind the counter. She's maybe forty, and she's got a mole right next to her nostril -- a big one. He gets a shot of that, then pans down to her name tag, which says Marilyn.
He has to stay in the waiting room during the exam, but he gets a shot of Bette all red around the eyes when it's done. Shit, she's gorgeous. He wants to hug her -- hold her and feel how her shoulders shake when she cries. He wants to have something of hers -- a sock or a bracelet or something. He wants to sleep with it underneath his pillow or some shit. She follows her mom to find a bathroom, and Jesse gets a shot of Mr. Poole and the hearing chart he's carrying. It's a multi-colored line graph with marks at differing decibel levels.
"The red line is my pain threshold," Mr. Poole says, and he turns to the camera, like a real subject in a real documentary would do. "See, the pain starts here, which could be the sound of a speaking voice, so the problem is, the range of noise where I can hear without pain is very narrow. See that?"
Jesse gets a shot of the graph again. He zooms into the threshold line, then zooms out again. He pans to Mr. Poole's hand, because he's holding a prescription of some kind. He's folding and unfolding it. Jesse moves the camera to his face again.
"How does it feel, when your ears hurt and you get all dizzy like that?" he says.
Mr. Poole looks kind of like Lydia did in front of the heat register. Maybe it's the way his lips are sort of twisted but not really into an expression. Jesse breathes in and tries to pay attention to the breath, like his grief therapist taught him. He's fucking nervous, for some reason.
"There are two separate parts of this disease," Mr. Poole says, and he crosses one leg over the other. He gets a pen out of his pocket, pulls out a pink index card, and draws a line down the length of the card.
"There's the part that affects me every day," he says, and writes every day on the left side of the line.
"And then there are the attacks." He writes attacks on the right side.
He scoots toward the front of his seat, so he's sitting on the edge, almost ready to fall on the floor. Jesse zooms in to the index card, and gets a shot of Mr. Poole's hand, the Ironman watch on his right wrist.
"Now, every day, I suffer from what this chart says." And he punches the red line. "I experience pain at very low levels of volume, but my hearing is so damaged that I also have a hard time hearing people. It's a catch-22."
On the left side of the card he writes Pain and Hearing Loss, in messy cursive. Jesse zooms into the word pain, focuses on the index card's blue-green lines, and the red line on the far right edge.
"Now, I also have tinnitus -- ringing in the ears."
He writes tinnitus on the left side too. Jesse nods behind the camera. He gets a shot of Mr. Poole's glasses and the eyes behind them, dark blue like Lydia's -- and the eyebrows hanging low.
"Now, you saw the attack I had this morning, right?"
Jesse's nodding again behind the camera. He's getting a shot of Mr. Poole's hair touching the tops of his ears -- and his shoulders, which are pushed forward.
"The main symptom of an attack is vertigo," Mr. Poole says, and he writes vertigo in block letters on the right side of the line.
"It's like being on a tilt-o-whirl that's going three hundred miles an hour. It causes vomiting, confusion, shakiness. It's the most frightening thing in the world."
He pauses then, looking over the top of the camera's lens. Jesse gets a shot of the pause -- of Mr. Poole's arms, which he's flung out to the sides, still holding his pen in the left hand. He gets Mr. Poole's eyes again, the sharp edge of his button-down shirt, and the slight twist of his mouth. He wonders how Lydia's doing.
"What causes it?" Jesse says, and Mr. Poole flips the card over. He draws a picture of an ear, of fluid, and the balance center of the inner ear. Jesse zooms in to the picture. He gets a good, long shot of it, then pans to Mr. Poole's face.
"So they're going to do it," Mr. Poole says. "I already know how to read lips, and to be honest, anything is better than an attack like that."
Mrs. Poole is back, stretching her gloves over her hands again, with Bette following close behind. Jesse hands the index card to Mr. Poole.
"You keep it," Mr. Poole says, and Jesse slides the card into his back pocket, behind his wallet.
---
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