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Praise for New York Times bestselling author
JENNIFER WEINER

Good in Bed

“This season’s beach-book Queen for a Day.”

—Janet Maslin, The New York Times

“A fresh, funny look at a woman who conquers her obsessions with food, figure, family, and finding a nice Jewish boy—with wit and style.”

—Glamour

“An unpredictable and impressive debut … a fresh look at the miseries visited on women by their lovers, fathers, and themselves.”

—Kirkus Reviews, starred review

“Good in Bed is as tempting as a bowl of crunchy caramel popcorn, offering a modicum of diversion for the mind and a bit of substance for the rooting heart. Weiner writes colorfully. She makes you turn the pages to find out what misadventures will next befall the heroine. Ultimately, Cannie is a character to care about.”

—Boston Herald

“Witty and original … amust-read.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review

“Weiner’s debut shines.… Good in Bed offers a sensitive telling of a life familiar to many and a humorous take on how the struggle can end in joy.”

—The Associated Press

“Wildly funny and surprisingly tender … a truly original story.”

—John Searles, Cosmopolitan

“In rollicking prose, and with an ever-expanding cast of kooky characters, Weiner sends her heroine through the circles of comic hell.”

—Marion Winik, Newsday

“Anyone who’s ever had a bad case of the ‘if-onlies’—‘If only I could lose ten pounds …,’ ‘If only I could sell my screenplay …’—should love this tale of one young woman, all of whose ‘if-onlies’ come true, if not quite in the way she had imagined, thanks to her sense of humor and relentless ambition.”

—The Star-Ledger (Newark, NJ)

“Jennifer Weiner’s Good in Bed is a glorious, utterly hilarious ride … laugh-out-loud insights … every single note is perfection.”

—USA Today

“A fast, funny, surprisingly moving tale.”

—Philadelphia magazine

“Warmhearted … funny and smart.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Often hilarious.… In less able hands, Weiner’s message of self empowerment might seem too earnest, but here it’s thrilling to see Cannie learn to love a larger woman—herself.”

—US magazine

“Succulent. A compelling romp with surprising warmth.”

—Suzanne Finnamore, author of Otherwise Engaged

“A fresh, funny feast of a novel.… Jennifer Weiner is a talented writer and Good in Bed is a delight.”

—Anna Maxted, author of Getting Over It

“Smart and important … addresses issues of success, size, sex, and relationships, all while being a fast, fun read and consistently ringing true.”

—Philadelphia City Paper

“Get yourself into beach-reading mode with this lightly written debut novel about a zaftig young reporter who learns to love her plus-size self.”

—People

“A roller-coaster ride of ups and downs, wild success and bitter lows, during which Cannie finds success, peace, and even love. A warm and refreshing story.”

—Booklist

“Cannie’s adventures will strike a chord with all young women struggling to find their place in the world, especially those larger than a size eight.… Maeve Binchy gave us Bennie in Circle of Friends; now Jennifer Weiner gives us Cannie. Look for more books from Weiner.”

—Library Journal
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Home is so sad. It stays as it was left,
Shaped to the comfort of the last to go
As if to win them back. Instead, bereft
Of anyone to please, it withers so,
Having no heart to put aside the theft
And turn again to what it started as,
A joyous shot at how things ought to be,
Long fallen wide. You can see how it was:
Look at the pictures and the cutlery.
The music in the piano stool. That vase.

—Philip Larkin



Love is nothing, nothing, nothing like they say.

—Liz Phair


INTRODUCTION

Once upon a time, there was a girl who worked in a big city.

The girl—that would be me, and this would be thirteen years ago, in the dim and distant year of 1998—was a dewy lass of twenty-eight. I had a great apartment in a big city, a job I loved, working as a reporter for the Philadelphia Inquirer and writing fiction in my spare time.

I had a wonderful group of friends and coworkers, funny, cynical, idealistic people. I had a dog I adored, a trembling little rat terrier, high-strung and neatly made, who’d lie on my bed with his paws crossed and watch me get dressed with a look of consternation on his small, whiskered face, like he was thinking, Oh. Oh, no. Please. Not that.

Life, big picture, was pretty great. But my personal life was a bit of a disaster.

I’d grown up in a picture-perfect suburb of Connecticut, the oldest of four, a bookish girl usually dealing with one oversized body part or another (a nose too big for my face, breasts too big for a twelve-year-old, a body that was, generally speaking, larger than it should have been).

My parents loved me. But, with three other kids to manage, my mother could be distracted, and my father, a psychiatrist, was given to sarcastic pronouncements and black moods, and rarely stinted when it came to letting me know when I’d disappointed him—with my schoolwork, with my looks, with the way I struggled to relate to other kids my age.

Reading was my sustenance and my salvation; the safe place where I could crawl and hide from a bewildering world, a blanket I could tuck around me. I lived in a house full of books—medical textbooks and thick biographies and novels, stacked on shelves made of unfinished planks and cinder blocks in the ranch house on Simsbury Manor Drive and then, when we moved into a bigger place, in the built-in bookshelves in the living room and family room of the four-bedroom colonial on Harvest Hill.

My parents had hundreds of books, all jumbled together on those shelves: hardcovers and paperbacks, textbooks and bestsellers, Sylvia Plath and Doris Lessing, books by Henry Kissinger and David Halberstam, Saul Bellow and Philip Roth. Popular fiction, literary fiction, reference books, Widow by Lynn Caine, with vivid descriptions of her husband’s death from colon cancer that gave me nightmares, and something called A Child’s History of the World—all of it was there, all of it available. The four of us were encouraged to read whatever we wanted provided we could explain to our parents that we understood what we were reading.

I remember dipping into my father’s chemical-smelling medical books, because—duh—there were pictures of naked people in them. As a result, to this day, I know way more about “genitalia, comma, afflictions of,” than anyone without a medical degree should.

In between continuing my sex education, I was reading novels and essays, The New Yorker and The New York Times, the science fiction and Star Treks and Stephen Kings that I’d buy with my own money at the used bookshop in Canton. I’d max out my library card, loading up paper grocery sacks with books. I would read whenever I could, even times when I wasn’t supposed to be reading—for example, between the words of a spelling quiz in second grade.

I might have been a world-class reader, but I struggled to fit in with my peers. I went from second to fourth grade, in an era where it was more about challenging a child academically than helping her fit in socially. My new classmates, all seemingly glossy and gorgeous, at ease with each other and in their own skin, didn’t laugh at my jokes. They didn’t get me, and in return, I was probably pretty scornful and dismissive of them.

Some of my teachers did get me, and encourage me. I can remember the first-grade teacher who gave me extra paper and let me stay inside writing stories, instead of going out for recess, where the other kids would stare at me like I was a meteor that had recently come crashing out of space to land, smoking and stinking, by the dodgeball court. But, when you’re twelve and thirteen and fourteen, being appreciated by your teachers and doing well on standardized tests is cold consolation, when what you really want is to be popular (or at least have a few friends), to have boys think you’re cute (or at least not completely horrific), to believe, in your heart, unshakably, that there’s at least one man in the world—your father—who thinks that you are beautiful and worthy of love.

By the time I was sixteen and a senior in high school, I was starting to figure things out. I had friends who did laugh at my jokes, mostly because I’d learned to temper my behavior for public consumption. I had my first boyfriend, and finally got my driver’s license, and rowed on the crew team and skied, in the winter, on the cross-country ski team (my high school was one of the few public schools in the country to offer both rowing and cross-country skiing). College was on the horizon and life—real, grown-up life—loomed tantalizing past that. I knew I’d find even more of my people. I’d escape the suburbs, I would travel, live in cities, have adventures, fall in love.

That fall, on our way home from visits to Princeton and the University of Pennsylvania, my mother told me that my father was leaving. At home, my father amplified that announcement by explaining that not only did he no longer want to be married, he no longer wished to be a father. “Think of me more like an uncle,” he instructed us, before vanishing for months, sometimes years, at a time. Occasionally he’d pop up in person, voice slurring, to rant about how my mother had mistreated him … or, once, when I was twenty-five, to invite me to his wedding to a woman closer to my age than his. Sometimes he’d get in legal trouble, and we’d find out where he’d been and what he’d been doing in the papers. Once he wound up in jail. It was a slow, unhappy slide from married-with-children normalcy to being the guy you’d cross a street to avoid. How much of his unraveling and decline and eventual death, in 2008 at the age of sixty-six, had to do with mental illness and self-medication and addiction, I’ll never know. When he left, when I was sixteen, he made himself a stranger. He never met the man who would become my husband, never saw either of my children, never knew me as an adult at all.

Not to be outdone, my mother had, at the age of fifty-four, found a younger love of her own, a woman she’d met at the pool at the West Hartford JCC. (I have not been in the water there since. Every time I come home my mother asks, “Jenny, want to go swimming?” I say, “Hell, no.” She says, “It’s not catching!” I say, “They haven’t proven it yet.”) My youngest brother discovered the new romance when, home from college to do his laundry, he went rummaging through her bathroom to look for nail clippers and found a stash of love letters instead. This has made gift buying for Joe incredibly easy—every year, the rest of us give him nail clippers.

That was my parents, my history, but it wasn’t me. I thought that hard work and diligence would eventually bring me to a place where a fucked-up family wouldn’t matter, couldn’t hurt me, anymore. Through my early twenties, I’d made my way from a small paper to a medium-sized one to the Inquirer, where I wrote features and opinion pieces about television and pop culture, Generation X and Hollywood and my undying, inexplicable love for Adam Sandler. I wrote short stories that were published and attempted novels that were not, as well as screenplays and magazine pieces and anything else I could find, or imagine, a market for. I was professionally successful, productive and, from all outward appearances, happy. I’d made it through a turbulent childhood. I’d survived my parents—my father’s absence, my mother’s new life. I could, I thought, survive anything.

The thing that almost undid me was a completely routine, run-ofthe-mill breakup. It was a little like winning a marathon, then ending up in the hospital because you tripped over the curb on your way home.

I’d been dating a guy for a few years. The breakup had been a long time coming, and I’d been the one who’d initiated it, suspecting that our outstanding chemistry would not be enough to overcome the fact that, for large portions of the time we were together, I didn’t enjoy his company. He was a newspaper reporter in a neighboring state, a nice guy, cheerful and warmhearted, but, for whatever unknowable reasons two people who should fit together fine simply don’t, he kind of drove me nuts.

So we parted and I was, briefly, fine … except a few weeks later, my mind played the terrible trick of convincing me that I had to get back together with this guy. That this guy was in fact the only guy who would ever love me or understand me or want to see me naked. That if I failed to convince this guy to take me back, I would be by myself forever, and I would die one of those terrible, clichéd single-girl deaths, alone in my single-girl apartment, and my dog would eat my face … and, remember, I had a very small dog. The face-eating would probably take a long, long time.

I made my pitch. Understandably, the guy had no interest in starting up with me again. He’d moved on. He was happy. I, meanwhile, was a wreck. I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t concentrate, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. At work, I’d dial my voice mail a dozen times a day to see if he’d called. I’d check his horoscope and weep if it said he’d be having a good day for love. I scoured his newspaper’s nascent website for clues about what he might be doing and who he might be doing it with. I’d instruct myself not to think about him, which only made me think about him more.

Late one night, after months of white-knuckled abstinence, where I’d make a big red X through each calendar square that represented a day I’d managed to refrain from calling him, I dialed his number. He answered on the first ring, which meant he was in bed (this was the era before portable phones were common, and he kept his phone plugged into the wall, on his nightstand). From the sound of his voice, even before he told me, I knew he wasn’t alone.

I stammered out some kind of apology, hung up, and sat, fully dressed, on the toilet, hunched over, clutching my knees and crying, convinced that I was going to die and that death would be a welcome improvement over the pain that I was feeling. How did people survive this? I wondered. How did they get through it, and go on to try to love again?

After six months of misery and tears and endlessly obsessing—six months during which I was convinced that God Himself was programming my car radio and playing songs to specifically address my romantic condition; six months of singing along, in a bad French-Canadian accent, to “My Heart Will Go On”—something inside of me rose up and said, clearly and firmly, Enough.

I had to do something to get over him, to stop playing back every conversation we’d had, every night together, every decision we’d made that had brought us to the point of him being happy with a social worker (a social worker? Seriously?) and me being alone.

So I asked myself a question: what do I know how to do? And the answer came back: I know how to tell a story.

I’d been a reader all my life. In college, I’d majored in English, happily sampling everything from Milton to Shakespeare to modern British poets, and taking every creative and nonfiction writing course I could get into. From the day I’d started working at that first small paper, where my duties included typing school lunch menus and covering topics from school board meetings to a bear that was ravaging local cornfields, I had loved being a reporter, going out into the world with my notebook, paying attention to what people said, what they wore, what kinds of cars they drove, their posture and their accents, how they stood and how they sounded when they were lying.

In the first few awful months after the breakup, I’d read a New York magazine story—I’m sure I’ve still got it, in a box or a folder somewhere—about the first wave of single-girl-in-the-city novels. On the cover, beneath the headline “Meet the Lit World’s New It Girl,” was a Roy Lichtenstein style comic-book woman, a sassy blond holding a glass of red wine with the thought bubble that read, “Husband? What I really need is an agent!”

The article discussed Bridget Jones’s Diary, Otherwise Engaged, A Girl’s Guide to Hunting and Fishing, and In the Drink, books about young women and their adventures; books that, in that dim and distant time, were—imagine it!—simply novels, not yet saddled with the odious label “chick lit.” They were funny and breezy, with relatable plotlines and great heart, written in a frank, chatty style that sounded a lot like the emails I’d just started trading with my girlfriends (email having recently been invented), or the essays I’d devoured by Nora Ephron and Fran Lebowitz, whip-smart, sarcastic, East Coast journalists turned essayists, whose mordant, dark-but-hopeful view of the world mirrored my own.

I read and reread all the books I’d loved, paying special attention to one of my all-time favorites, Susan Isaacs. In her novels, intelligent, not necessarily gorgeous Jewish girls took on the world, had great adventures, and always got their man at the end. I thought, with the hubris unique to twenty-eight-year-olds, I could do that.

I had a Mac Classic, purchased during my final year of college. I had a folding metal-legged card table, draped with a blue-and-white Indian print cloth, set up in the second bedroom of my third-floor apartment in a brick rowhouse on Monroe Street in the Queen Village neighborhood of Philadelphia. I had, thanks to my recent breakup, a lot of free time.

So I set out to write a story of a girl who was a lot like me and a guy who was a lot like Satan; a story in which the girl gets a fairy-tale happy ending, fame and fortune and a man who loved her, because at the time I had serious doubts as to whether I’d ever get any of those things myself. I had all the confidence that goes along with never having written an entire novel before: no editor, no agent, no readers waiting to see what I’d come up with. Just me and my computer and the characters in my head.

I had an idea of what the story would be, loosely based on the underpinnings of Shining Through, one of my favorite Isaacs novels: young woman pines for the wrong man, while the right guy is waiting in the wings … and, in between the romantic whiplash, young woman becomes a hero. Isaacs’s Linda Voss saved the world as a spy in World War II era Germany. I had no such grand ambitions for my heroine, Cannie Shapiro. If I gave her happiness and success with friends, career, and romance, that would be plenty. I’d make her a big girl, too, a size 16 who gets a happy ending, whose weight loss is a tragedy as opposed to the key to happiness. In 1998, the year of the Clinton/Lewinsky scandal, where the party who got the most grief was not the president, for lying and cheating and abusing his power, but the girl he cheated with, for the unpardonable sin of not being skinny. The notion that a big girl could be the star of her own story without undergoing a magical makeover was (and, sadly, remains), a pretty radical one.

Oh, and I had one more thing: a title.

A year or two before, I’d dated a fellow freelance writer who ended up getting a gig with Cosmopolitan, writing one of those columns that all lady magazines seem required by law to have, the column in which a Man Tells All, revealing the Ten Spots You Should Touch Him, or Five Moves That Will Have Him Yelping Like a Dog, or Three Tricks to Try in Bed Tonight (for whatever reason, numbering the tricks and moves and heretofore unrevealed erogenous zones have become a necessary component of these stories). I remember glancing at the article, noticing the byline, giving a shrug and thinking that if the guy was some kind of sexual savant, he’d done an excellent job of hiding it when we’d been together.

But then I started wondering: What if you were a girl who’d broken up with a guy who’d then landed the man-tells-all column at a Cosmo-like magazine? What if he started writing about you—your lovemaking, your body, your issues with sex and your body—and everyone who knew the two of you recognized you in the columns? How would you survive it? What would you do?

It seemed like a promising basis for a book; a book that would take its title from the title of the man-tells-all column in my fictitious magazine: Good in Bed.

It took about nine months, start to finish, to complete the five-hundred-page single-spaced rough draft that I wrote in great, furious bursts in my spare bedroom, with the primary goal of making myself feel better, of clawing out of the black hole of my breakup and dragging myself back into the light.

There was so much I didn’t know—things like how long a book was supposed to be, or that you should never submit a single-spaced manuscript to a publisher. There were things I couldn’t guess at, like the way books by and about women would come to be viewed as a dangerous threat to legitimate literature. God help me, if I’d known that part, I might not have written the thing at all.

But I wrote it. Then I put it in a shoebox and slid the box under my bed. Six weeks later, I pulled it out and tried to read it as a reader, not as its author. Maybe there’s something there, I thought. Maybe other people will think so, too.

My next step was finding an agent. In those early days of the Internet, when you couldn’t check out an agent’s particulars via Google, let alone do a little formatting, pay for a cover, and publish a book by yourself, I did it old-school, going to the dedication pages and acknowledgments in my favorite novels to figure out the names of the agents, then writing query letters explaining who I was and where I worked, the distinguished professors I’d studied with and the short stories I’d published, and what Good in Bed was all about.

In the fall of 1999, I sent out twenty-five query letters. By December, I had received twenty-four rejection letters. In some cases they were rejection postcards, packing the maximum amount of painful humiliation onto the minimum required postage. Not taking new clients. Not taking new fiction. Not taking new women’s fiction. Not taking new young women’s fiction. Thanks, but no thanks.

The one agent who eventually agreed to read and, later, to represent the book was full of what turned out to be not-very-helpful suggestions. Does the heroine need to be fat? she inquired, pointing out the difficulties of getting a movie deal when the putative film stars a plus-size woman. Yes, I said, the heroine needs to be fat, because if she’s not, then this is basically Bridget Jones with a bat mitzvah, and not even I want to read that. Fine, she huffed. But can we cut some of the sex scenes with the fat girl? No, I replied, we cannot. Then came the straw that almost broke the (fat) camel’s back. I think, said the agent, that instead of calling the book Good in Bed, we should call it …Big Girl.

I didn’t know much about publishing back then, and I didn’t have other literary agents beating down my door to represent me, but I’d been a reader all my life, and I’d spent enough time with books and in bookstores to know that a book called Good in Bed would have a much different time in the world than one called Big Girl. Actual big girls—myself included—would be loath to carry around a book called Big Girl, but even casual browsers would feel compelled to thumb through a novel called Good in Bed, if only to see if there were pictures.

Agent one and I parted ways, and eventually I found agent two, the delightful and tiny Joanna Pulcini. We worked together for months, revising and rewriting and tightening and fixing, before we took the book out to editors, a number of whom responded with great enthusiasm. We ended up with three different publishers bidding for the rights to publish the book, and I got to make the trip to New York to meet them. Less than a week after we took it to market, Good in Bed was sold as part of a two-book deal in May of 2000, to Greer Hendricks, at what was then Pocket Books, an imprint of Simon & Schuster … and I was over the moon.

For the next year, as the book inched its way toward publication, I continued working as a reporter at the Philadelphia Inquirer, and dating a nice new guy I’d met. I didn’t quit my day job, and I kept my expectations modest. I imagined that Good in Bed would be published, that I’d do a reading or two, that my friends would buy copies and my mother (who rarely springs for hardcovers) would reserve one at the library, and, as is the case with most books, that would be that. True, I also fantasized that the act of publication would fix everything that was wrong in my life, that it would guarantee my eternal happiness, that it would silence my critics, most of all the ones who live in my own head. I pictured the manuscript as sort of a fiery cross to brandish in the face of the world’s vampires, a magic wand erasing all doubt and insecurity.

Good in Bed didn’t serve that function—really, no book could—but there were signs that it might end up connecting with readers who were not me, my friends, or my immediate family, once it made its way into the world.

I remember my agent calling me for the first time, telling me, in a breathless voice, “I loved your book! It spoke to me!” (I also remember hearing that tiny voice and thinking How?) I remember my editor telling me that she’d missed a subway stop because she’d been so engrossed in the manuscript. …then, months later, calling to say that I’d gotten a quote from Susan Isaacs, who called the book “a contemporary Cinderella story, told with intelligence, wit, and style.”

Then there was the experience, touted by other writers as surely the most joyous of any novelist’s life, of going home and telling my mother that the book she’d been hearing about for the past year, the book she’d doubted I was actually writing, had actually been written and was actually going to be published. Of course, that particular joy was short-lived. With tears in her eyes, she flung her arms around me, hugging me tightly and saying, “I’m so proud of you!” before asking the inevitable question: “So what’s the title?”

“Good in Bed,” I said, in an uncharacteristically tiny voice.

My mother’s brow furrowed. “Good and Bad?” she asked dubiously.

“Good in Bed,” I said. Her eyes widened.

“Jenny,” she said, “how much research did you do?!”

Most of all, I remember the day my editor called, her voice bubbling with barely restrained excitement. “I have two covers to show you, and I like them both a lot, but one of them I really love,” she said. I remember parking myself in front of the feature department’s fax machine, waiting for the pictures to roll out. One of them was of a woman’s legs in a bathtub, her body obscured by foam, her pedicured toes resting on the lip of the tub. (That cover would eventually end up on a book called The Scandalous Summer of Sissy LeBlanc, if you want to check it out.)

The other was a shot of a pair of legs, fleshier than the gams you’d typically see in magazines or on book covers. The legs appeared from the knees down, attached to an invisible body reclining on a bed. The shins were tanned and alluringly curvy, the toenails a sassy, sexy red. The background was a welcoming, shimmering blue, and the title appeared in a curvy, ultra-feminine script: Good in Bed. Subversive words, fighting words, scrolling over legs like that, legs you might see, if you saw them at all, in a “before” picture for a weight-loss place instead of on the cover of a book. A slice of cheesecake, topped with a strawberry, sat on a corner of the bed, a final, beautiful touch suggesting that the book was a delicious indulgence, a treat.

This was in 2000, before disembodied legs were not yet the eye-rolling book-cover cliché they’d become. The cover was stunning. It was fresh and different and vibrant and gorgeous, eye-catching and impossible to ignore, and I think the moment I saw it was the moment it all became real: I was really a writer. This book was really going to be in stores. I’d really done it.

Good in Bed was published, with a reasonable amount of fanfare for a first novel written by an unknown, in May 2001. There was an ad in The New York Times Book Review, a paper that would decline to review Good in Bed outside of its big summer lady-book roundup, where Janet Maslin would deem Cannie “this season’s beach book Queen for a Day.”

I took a leave of absence from the Inquirer and went on a marathon cross-country book tour, when such things happened with much greater frequency than they do now, and in more than one of those cities I sat in the bookstore alone, chatting with the clerks and the manager, signing the eight or so copies of the book they had on hand, and going back to my hotel room alone.

Near the end of the tour, I was in the Bertucci’s in Simsbury, Connecticut, dining with my mother’s book club, the members of which had all come to the Borders nearby to hear me read, when my brother Joe slipped into the restaurant and handed me a note that read: Editor called. #33 on New York Times list.

I remember feeling completely exultant, entirely, if momentarily, validated, and knowing that, no matter what else happened with the book or with my career, I could forever say that I was a New York Times bestselling author.

The book did well in hardcover, but really took off in paperback in the spring of 2002, where word of mouth would send it from mother to daughter, from friend to friend, from high-school senior to big sister in college, who’d then tell her roommates to read it. Good in Bed went on to spend almost a year on the bestseller lists. For a book without a movie, without Oprah’s seal of approval, without the kind of critical fanfare that high profile literary titles receive, it was astonishing. I’m still astonished. Everyone dreams of success, and certainly I spun out a few daydreams involving Oprah’s couch or Barbara Walters’s questions or The New York Times dispatching a reporter to write the kind of glowing profile that was (and is still) reserved for the young male authors the paper deems worthy of its attention.

But in general I was realistic, and I was more than prepared to keep being a reporter and enjoy the fact that Good in Bed had simply been published, that I could walk into a bookstore, locate the Ws, and say, “I wrote this.” The idea that someday there’d be more than a million copies in print, that women who were children when I wrote it would email me or find me on Twitter and Facebook to tell me that the book had helped them through their own bad breakups or troubled relationship with family, that it had shown them that life, even with a screwed-up family and a larger-than-acceptable body, could still be happy, and that it helped them feel less alone … it’s more than I hoped for and still, some days, more than I can believe.

The book’s success allowed me to quit my day job to be a full-time writer of fiction, which means that, at forty, I got to be what I wanted to be when I grew up.

So what’s changed in ten years … and what hasn’t?

The thing that struck me the most, upon rereading Good in Bed, is how much technology’s improved. When Samantha needs to alert Cannie to the fact that her ex-boyfriend is writing about their sex life, she actually picks up the phone and calls, instead of texting. When Cannie wants to see the story, she actually leaves her desk, goes to a newsstand, and buys a paper magazine, instead of hitting Google. How old-school! How quaint! You practically expect the two of them to strap on sunbonnets and go raise a barn when they’re through!

In the world the characters inhabit, there’s no Facebook on which Cannie can obsess over Bruce’s relationship status, no Twitter feed to spy on, no Foursquare to tell her which bar he’s just become mayor of, no Google alert to ping when he’s posted his next piece, no text messaging from the ladies’ room or beaming pictures from Los Angeles back home. Have these advances made things better for the lovelorn, or worse? Is it empowering to be able to track your former beloved’s every move and date and utterance, or were things better in the ignorance-is-bliss days of the late 1990s and early 2000s? Unclear.

Aside from the technological progress, the world hasn’t changed as much as some of us were hoping.

As I write this, it’s the morning of March 9, 2011, and I’m in Studio City, California, toggling between copyedits on a novel that will be published this July and a script for a sitcom that will debut in June, taking a break to read the news.

A famous actor lost his job last week: not for years of alleged drug use, not for allegedly holding a knife to his then wife’s throat, not for beating up an adult-film actress, or for years of alleged threats and violence against women, but for calling his (wealthy, male) boss a clown.

An actress turned author turned performance artist, star of the first series of Star Wars movies, did an HBO special a few months ago in which she rolled her eyes at Internet criticism of her weight gain, saying that she hadn’t realized it would be her job, for the rest of her life, to give teenage boys boners. A few weeks after the special aired, she signed on as the spokeswoman for a commercial weight-loss program.

Last week, The New York Times ran a story on an alleged gang rape in Texas, where eighteen teenagers and young men were reported to have raped an eleven-year-old girl, filmed the act on their phones, and distributed the footage. The reporter quoted sympathetic neighbors fretting that “the boys will have to live with this forever,” adding, meanwhile, that the eleven-year-old girl dressed much older than her age. The paper didn’t actually quote anyone as saying “she was asking for it,” but you could feel those words hanging like an ugly haze over every sentence of the story.

Nor have things improved much for the damn’d mob of scribbling women, as evidenced by the Los Angeles Times’s decision to illustrate a story about Jennifer Egan winning the National Book Critics Circle Award with a picture of Jonathan Franzen.

Chick lit is still being held up in certain quarters as the ruination of literature, condemned for trafficking in dangerous fantasies and peddling lies.

The New York Times continues to review bestselling mysteries and thrillers written by and for men and continues to ignore the entire chick-lit genre, save for the occasional sentence in the rare seasonal roundup.

The Times still leads the way when it comes to ignoring or deriding books written by, and for, women, and its practice has been adopted by many non-Times book critics, who enjoy lecturing lady writers with the nerve to complain about the lack of coverage they receive that they should be content with popular and financial success and should not look at, for example, a John Grisham or a Stephen King and wonder why they get to the top of bestseller lists and get reviewed, too. Sometimes, as an added bonus, these lectures are delivered in French.

Of course, popular female writers have plenty of readers, even if we don’t get plenty of respect, and I’m not minimizing that for a minute … but what message does it send when the paper of record refuses to acknowledge that an entire category of popular books does not even exist, as far as its critics are concerned, because the popular books are read almost exclusively by women?

And as for plus-size people in America, it’s one step forward, two steps back. On TV, women larger than a size 2 are still, too often, the funny best friend, the sidekick or the sideshow, comic relief, never the heroine, never the star. Plus-size models in the fashion world are still such a rarity that when one showed up in Glamour—naked, seated, smiling, with a bit of a belly on display—it turned into a national news story, with the model appearing on morning talk shows to justify her love handles.

Derision and revulsion are much more common than acceptance. Earlier this year, a major women's magazine published a blog post from a writer who was disgusted watching the plus-size characters on the sitcom Mike and Molly embrace. She found it “aesthetically displeasing” to watch a “very, very fat person simply walk across a room,” she wrote, “just like I'd find it distressing if I saw a very drunk person stumbling across a bar or a heroine [sic] addict slumping in a chair.”

So fatties equal drunks and drug addicts. Got that, magazine readers?

As the mother of two young daughters, I feel these attitudes and prejudices more acutely than I did when I was single and only had my own self-esteem to worry about. What messages will my girls absorb as they see yet another airbrushed image of yet another skinny starlet, as they read about actresses being shamed for gaining weight or not shedding their pregnancy pounds quickly enough? I do what I can. I explain how photo shoots and Photoshop work. I tell them, long after they’ve quit “being interested” and “listening,” that the pictures they see are not real, that not even the most beautiful nineteen-year-old supermodel on the best day of her life looks as perfect as she does in that picture designed to sell you diamonds or hand lotion or a car. I tell stories where the big girl, the plain girl, the girl in the corner, unnoticed, is the hero of the story, the one who gets the guy, who solves the mystery, who tells off her mother-in-law in spectacular fashion, who gets the baby, the best friend, the happily ever after. It’s a drop in the bucket, a whisper in the scream of Biggest Loser and Bridalplasty and magazines where double digit sizes pretty much don’t exist.

But I hope that the work I’ve done has made a difference in the world, and in my readers’ lives. I hope that the books I’ve written have been diverting and uplifting and, above all, entertaining, because, when I was a weird, lonely kid and then when I was struggling through young womanhood, that was the quality I appreciated the most in the books I loved the best: that they took me out of my own world and brought me someplace better.

And what about Cannie?

This forty-year-old author has to struggle with the impulse to take her twenty-eight-year-old creation by the shoulders and give her a good shake, to tell her that her worries are small potatoes, first-world problems, and that she’ll never be this free and unencumbered—let alone this thin—again.

But she’s so young and hopeful, with so much life and so much more heartbreak in front of her. How can I do anything but wish her well?


part one
Good in Bed



ONE

“Have you seen it?” asked Samantha.

I leaned close to my computer so my editor wouldn’t hear me on a personal call.

“Seen what?”

“Oh, nothing. Never mind. We’ll talk when you get home.”

“Seen what?” I asked again.

“Nothing,” Samantha repeated.

“Samantha, you have never once called me in the middle of the day about nothing. Now come on. Spill.”

Samantha sighed. “Okay, but remember: Don’t shoot the messenger.”

Now I was getting worried.

“Moxie. The new issue. Cannie, you have to go get one right now.”

“Why? What’s up? Am I one of the Fashion Faux Pas?”

“Just go to the lobby and get it. I’ll hold.”

This was important. Samantha was, in addition to being my best friend, also an associate at Lewis, Dommel, and Fenick. Samantha put people on hold, or had her assistant tell them she was in a meeting. Samantha herself did not hold. “It’s a sign of weakness,” she’d told me. I felt a small twinge of anxiety work its way down my spine.

I took the elevator to the lobby of the Philadelphia Examiner, waved at the security guard, and walked to the small newsstand, where I found Moxie on the rack next to its sister publications, Cosmo and Glamour and Mademoiselle. It was hard to miss, what with the super-model in sequins beneath headlines blaring “Come Again: Multiple Orgasm Made Easy!” and “Ass-Tastic! Four Butt Blasters to Get Your Rear in Gear!” After a quick minute of deliberation, I grabbed a small bag of chocolate M&M’s, paid the gum-chomping cashier, and went back upstairs.

Samantha was still holding. “Page 132,” she said.

I sat, eased a few M&M’s into my mouth, and flipped to page 132, which turned out to be “Good in Bed,” Moxie’s regular male-written feature designed to help the average reader understand what her boyfriend was up to … or wasn’t up to, as the case might be. At first my eyes wouldn’t make sense of the letters. Finally, they unscrambled. “Loving a Larger Woman,” said the headline, “By Bruce Guberman.” Bruce Guberman had been my boyfriend for just over three years, until we’d decided to take a break three months ago. And the Larger Woman, I could only assume, was me.

You know how in scary books a character will say, “I felt my heart stop”? Well, I did. Really. Then I felt it start to pound again, in my wrists, my throat, my fingertips. The hair at the back of my neck stood up. My hands felt icy. I could hear the blood roaring in my ears as I read the first line of the article: “I’ll never forget the day I found out my girlfriend weighed more than I did.”

Samantha’s voice sounded like it was coming from far, far away. “Cannie? Cannie, are you there?”

“I’ll kill him!” I choked.

“Take deep breaths,” Samantha counseled. “In through the nose, out through the mouth.”

Betsy, my editor, cast a puzzled look across the partition that separated our desks. “Are you all right?” she mouthed. I squeezed my eyes shut. My headset had somehow landed on the carpet. “Breathe!” I could hear Samantha say, her voice a tinny echo from the floor. I was wheezing, gasping. I could feel chocolate and bits of candy shell on my teeth. I could see the quote they’d lifted, in bold-faced pink letters that screamed out from the center of the page. “Loving a larger woman,” Bruce had written, “is an act of courage in our world.”

“I can’t believe this! I can’t believe he did this! I’ll kill him!”

By now Betsy had circled around to my desk and was trying to peer over my shoulder at the magazine in my lap, and Gabby, my evil coworker, was looking our way, her beady brown eyes squinting for signs of trouble, thick fingers poised over her keyboard so that she could instantly e-mail the bad news to her pals. I slammed the magazine closed. I took a successful deep breath and waved Betsy back to her seat.

Samantha was waiting. “You didn’t know?”

“Didn’t know what? That he thought dating me was an act of courage?” I attempted a sardonic snort. “He should try being me.”

“So you didn’t know he got a job at Moxie.”

I flipped to the front, where contributors were listed in thumbnail profiles beneath arty black-and-white head shots. And there was Bruce, with his shoulder-length hair blowing in what was assuredly artificial wind. He looked, I thought uncharitably, like Yanni. “‘Good in Bed’ columnist Bruce Guberman joins the staff of Moxie this month. A free-lance writer from New Jersey, Guberman is currently at work on his first novel.”

“His first novel?” I said. Well, shrieked, maybe. Heads turned. Over the partition, Betsy was looking worried again, and Gabby had started typing. “That lying sack of shit!”

“I didn’t know he was writing a novel,” said Samantha, no doubt desperate to change the subject.

“He can barely write a thank-you note,” I said, flipping back to page 132.

“I never thought of myself as a chubby chaser,” I read. “But when I met C., I fell for her wit, her laugh, her sparkling eyes. Her body, I decided, was something I could learn to live with.”

“I’ll KILL HIM!”

“So kill him already and shut up about it,” muttered Gabby, shoving her inch-thick glasses up her nose.

Betsy was on her feet again, and my hands were shaking, and suddenly somehow there were M&M’s all over the floor, crunching beneath the rollers of my chair.

“I gotta go,” I told Samantha, and hung up.

“I’m fine,” I said to Betsy. She gave me a worried look, then retreated.

It took me three tries to get Bruce’s number right, and when his voice mail calmly informed me that he wasn’t available to take my call, I lost my nerve, hung up, and called Samantha back.

“Good in bed, my ass,” I said. “I ought to call his editor. It’s false advertising. I mean, did they check his references? Nobody called me.”

“That’s the anger talking,” said Samantha. Ever since she started dating her yoga instructor, she’s become very philosophical.

“‘Chubby chaser?’” I said. I could feel tears prickling behind my eyelids. “How could he do this to me?”

“Did you read the whole thing?”

“Just the first little bit.”

“Maybe you better not read any more.”

“It gets worse?”

Samantha sighed. “Do you really want to know?”

“No. Yes. No.” I waited. Samantha waited. “Yes. Tell me.”

Samantha sighed again. “He calls you … Lewinsky-esque.”

“With regards to my body or my blow jobs?” I tried to laugh, but it came out as a strangled sob.

“And he goes on and on about your … let me find it. Your ‘amplitude.’”

“Oh, God.”

“He said you were succulent,” Samantha said helpfully. “And zaftig. That’s not a bad word, is it?”

“God, the whole time we went out, he never said anything …”

“You dumped him. He’s mad at you,” said Samantha.

“I didn’t dump him!” I cried.

“We were just taking a break! And he agreed that it was a good idea!”

“Well, what else could he do?” asked Samantha. “You say, ‘I think we need some time apart,’ and he either agrees with you and walks away clinging to whatever shreds of dignity he’s got left, or begs you not to leave him, and looks pathetic. He chose the dignity cling.”

I ran my hands through my chin-length brown hair and tried to gauge the devastation. Who else had seen this? Who else knew that C. was me? Had he shown all his friends? Had my sister seen it? Had, God forbid, my mother?

“I gotta go,” I told Samantha again. I set down my headset and got to my feet, surveying the Philadelphia Examiner newsroom—dozens of mostly middle-aged, mostly white people, tapping away at their computers, or clustered around the television sets watching CNN.

“Does anybody know anything about getting a gun in this state?” I inquired of the room at large.

“We’re working on a series,” said Larry, the city editor—a small, bearded, perplexed-looking man who took everything absolutely seriously. “But I think the laws are pretty lenient.”

“There’s a two-week waiting period,” piped up one of the sports reporters.

“That’s only if you’re under twenty-five,” added an assistant features editor.

“You’re thinking of rental cars,” said the sports guy scornfully.

“We’ll get back to you, Cannie,” said Larry. “Are you in a rush?”

“Kind of.” I sat down, then stood back up again. “Pennsylvania has the death penalty, right?”

“We’re working on a series,” Larry said without smiling.

“Oh, never mind,” I said, and sat back down and called Samantha again. “You know what? I’m not going to kill him. Death’s too good for him.”

“Whatever you want,” Samantha said loyally.

“Come with me tonight? We’ll ambush him in his parking lot.”

“And do what?”

“I’ll figure that out between now and then,” I said.

I had met Bruce Guberman at a party, in what felt like a scene from somebody else’s life. I’d never met a guy at a social gathering who’d been so taken with me that he actually asked me for a date on the spot. My typical MO is to wear down their resistance with my wit, my charm, and usually a home-cooked dinner starring kosher chicken with garlic and rosemary. Bruce did not require a chicken. Bruce was easy.

I was stationed in the corner of the living room, where I had a good view of the room, plus easy access to the hot artichoke dip. I was doing my best imitation of my mother’s life partner, Tanya, trying to eat an Alaskan king crab leg with her arm in a sling. So the first time I saw Bruce, I had one of my arms jammed against my chest, sling-style, and my mouth wide open, and my neck twisted at a particularly grotesque angle as I tried to suck the imaginary meat out of the imaginary claw. I was just getting to the part where I accidentally jammed the crab leg up my right nostril, and I think there might have been hot artichoke dip on my cheek, when Bruce walked up. He was tall, and tanned, with a goatee and a dirty-blond ponytail, and soft brown eyes.

“Um, excuse me,” he said, “are you okay?”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “Fine.”

“You just looked kind of …” His voice—a nice voice, if a little high—trailed off.

“Weird?”

“I saw somebody having a stroke once,” he told me. “It started off like that.”

By now my friend Brianna had collected herself. Wiping her eyes, she grabbed his hand. “Bruce, this is Cannie,” she said. “Cannie was just doing an imitation.”

“Oh,” said Bruce, and stood there, obviously feeling foolish.

“Not to worry,” I said. “It’s a good thing you stopped me. I was being unkind.”

“Oh,” said Bruce again.

I kept talking. “See, I’m trying to be nicer. It’s my New Year’s resolution.”

“It’s February,” he pointed out.

“I’m a slow starter.”

“Well,” he said, “at least you’re trying.” He smiled at me, and walked away.

I spent the rest of the party getting the scoop. He’d come with a guy Brianna knew from graduate school. The good news: He was a graduate student, which meant reasonably smart, and Jewish, just like me. He was twenty-seven. I was twenty-five. It fit. “He’s funny, too,” said Brianna, before delivering the bad news: Bruce had been working on his dissertation for three years, possibly longer, and he lived in central New Jersey, more than an hour away from us, picking up freelance writing work and teaching the occasional bunch of freshmen, subsisting on stipends, a small scholarship, and, mostly, his parents’ money.

“Geographically undesirable,” Brianna pronounced.

“Nice hands,” I countered. “Nice teeth.”

“He’s a vegetarian,” she said.

I winced. “For how long?”

“Since college.”

“Hmph. Well, maybe I can work with it.”

“He’s …” Brianna trailed off.

“On parole?” I joked. “Addicted to painkillers?”

“Kind of immature,” she finally said.

“He’s a guy,” I said, shrugging. “Aren’t they all?”

She laughed. “And he’s a good guy,” she said. “Talk to him. You’ll see.”

That whole night, I watched him, and I felt him watching me. But he didn’t say anything until after the party broke up, and I was walking home, feeling more than a little disappointed. It had been a while since I’d even seen someone who’d caught my fancy, and tall, nice hands, nice-white-teeth grad student Bruce appeared, at least from the outside, to be a possibility.

But when I heard footsteps behind me, I wasn’t thinking about him. I was thinking what every woman who lives in a city thinks when she hears quick footsteps coming up behind her and it’s after midnight and she’s between streetlights. I took a quick glance at my surroundings while fumbling for the Mace attached to my keychain. There was a streetlight on the corner, a car parked underneath. I figured I’d Mace whoever it was into temporary immobility, smash one of the car windows, hoping the alarm would go off, scream bloody murder, and run.

“Cannie?”

I whirled around. And there he was, smiling at me shyly. “Hey,” he said, laughing a little bit at my obvious fear. He walked me home. I gave him my number. He called me the next night, and we talked for three hours, about everything: college, parents, his dissertation, the future of newspapers. “I want to see you,” he told me at one in the morning, when I was thinking that if we kept talking I was going to be a wreck at work the next day. “So we’ll meet,” I said.

“No,” said Bruce. “Now.”

And two hours later, after a wrong turn coming off the Ben Franklin Bridge, he was at my door again: bigger than I’d remembered, somehow, in a plaid shirt and sweatpants, carrying a rolled-up sleeping bag that smelled like summer camp in one hand, smiling shyly. And that was that.

And now, more than three years after our first kiss, three months after our let’s-take-a-break talk, and four hours after I’d found out that he’d told the entire magazine-reading world that I was a Larger Woman, Bruce squinted at me across the parking lot in front of his apartment where he’d agreed to meet me. He was blinking double-time, the way he did when he was nervous. His arms were full of things. There was the blue plastic dog-food dish I’d kept in his apartment for my dog, Nifkin. There, in a red wooden frame, was the picture of us on top of a bluff at Block Island. There was a silver hoop earring that had been sitting on his night table for months. There were three socks, a half-empty bottle of Chanel. Tampons. A toothbrush. Three years’ worth of odds and ends, kicked under the bed, worked down into a crack in the couch. Evidently, Bruce saw our rendezvous as a chance to kill two birds with one stone—endure my wrath over the “Good in Bed” column and give me back my stuff. And it felt like being punched in the chest, looking at my girlie items all jumbled up in a cardboard Chivas box he’d probably picked up at the liquor store on his way home from work—the physical evidence that we were really, truly over.

“Cannie,” he said coolly, still squinching his eyes open and shut in a way I found particularly revolting.

“Bruce,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “How’s that novel coming? Will I be starring in that, too?”

He raised his eyebrow, but said nothing. “Remind me,” I said. “At what point in our relationship did I agree to let you share intimate details of our time together with a few million readers?”

Bruce shrugged. “We don’t have a relationship anymore.”

“We were taking a break a break,” I said.

Bruce gave me a small, condescending smile. “Come on, Cannie. We both know what that meant.”

“I meant what I said,” I said, glaring at him. “Which makes one of us, it seems.”

“Whatever,” said Bruce, attempting to shove the stuff into my arms. “I don’t know why you’re so upset. I didn’t say anything bad.” He straightened his shoulders. “I actually thought the column was pretty nice.”

For one of the few times in my adult life, I was literally speechless. “Are you high?” I asked. With Bruce, that was more than a rhetorical question. “You called me fat in a magazine. You turned me into a joke. You don’t think you did anything wrong?”

“Face it, Cannie,” he said. “You are fat.” He bent his head. “But that doesn’t mean I didn’t love you.”

The box of tampons bounced off his forehead and spilled into the parking lot.

“Oh, that’s nice,” said Bruce.

“You absolute bastard.” I licked my lips, breathing hard. My hands were shaking. My aim was off. The picture glanced off his shoulder, then shattered on the ground. “I can’t believe I ever thought seriously for even one second about marrying you.”

Bruce shrugged, bending down, scooping feminine protection and shards of wood and glass into his hands and dumping them back into the box. Our picture he left lying there.

“This is the meanest thing anyone’s ever done to me,” I said, through my tear-clogged throat. “I want you to know that.” But even as the words were leaving my mouth, I knew it wasn’t true. In the grand, historical scheme of things, my father leaving us was doubtlessly worse. Which is one of the many things that sucked about my father—he forever robbed me of the possibility of telling another man, This is the worst thing that’s ever happened to me, and meaning it.

Bruce shrugged again. “I don’t have to worry about how you feel anymore. You made that clear.” He straightened up. I hoped he’d be angry—passionate, even—but all I got was this maddening, patronizing calm. “You were the one who wanted this, remember?”

“I wanted a break. I wanted time to think about things. I should have just dumped you,” I said. “You’re …” And I stood, speechless again, thinking of the worst thing I could say to him, the word that would make him feel even a fraction as horrible and furious and ashamed as I did. “You’re small,” I finally said, imbuing that word with every hateful nuance I could muster, so that he’d know I meant small in spirit, and everywhere else, too.

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t even look at me. He just turned around and walked away.

Samantha had kept the car running. “Are you okay?” she asked as I slid into the passenger’s seat clutching the box to my chest. I nodded silently. Samantha probably thought I was ridiculous. But this wasn’t a situation I expected her to sympathize with. At five foot ten, with inky black hair, pale skin, and high, sculpted cheekbones, Samantha looks like a young Anjelica Huston. And she’s thin. Effortlessly, endlessly thin. Given a choice of any food in the world, she’d probably pick a perfect fresh peach and Ryvita crisp-breads. If she wasn’t my best friend, I’d hate her, and even though she is my best friend, it’s sometimes hard not to be envious of someone who can take food or leave it, whereas I mostly take it, and then take hers, too, when she doesn’t want any more. The only problem her face and figure had ever caused her was too much male attention. I could never make her feel what it was like to live in a body like mine.

She glanced at me quickly. “So, um, I’m guessing that things with you two are over?”

“Good guess,” I said dully. My mouth tasted ashy, my skin, reflected in the passenger’s side window, looked pale and waxen. I stared into the cardboard box, at my earrings, my books, the tube of MAC lipstick that I thought I’d lost forever.

“You okay?” asked Samantha gently.

“I’m fine.”

“Do you want to get a drink? Some dinner, maybe? Want to go see a movie?”

I held the box tighter and closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to see where we were, so I wouldn’t have to follow the car’s progress back down the roads that used to lead me to him. “I think I just want to go home.”

My answering machine was blinking triple-time when I got back to my apartment. I ignored it. I shucked off my work clothes, pulled on my overalls and a T-shirt, and padded, barefoot, into the kitchen. From the freezer I retrieved a canister of frozen Minute Maid lemonade. From the top shelf of the pantry I pulled down a pint of tequila. I dumped both in a mixing bowl, grabbed a spoon, took a deep breath, a big slurp, settled myself on my blue denim couch, and forced myself to start reading.

Loving a Larger Woman
by Bruce Guberman

I’ll never forget the day I found out my girlfriend weighed more than I did.

She was out on a bike ride, and I was home watching football, leafing through the magazines on her coffee table, when I found her Weight Watchers folder—a palm-sized folio with notations for what she’d eaten, and when, and what she planned to eat next, and whether she’d been drinking her eight glasses of water a day. There was her name. Her identification number. And her weight, which I am too much of a gentleman to reveal here. Suffice it to say that the number shocked me.

I knew that C. was a big girl. Certainly bigger than any of the women I’d seen on TV, bouncing in bathing suits or drifting, reedlike, through sitcoms and medical dramas. Definitely bigger than any of the women I’d ever dated before.

What, I thought scornfully. Both of them?

I never thought of myself as a chubby chaser. But when I met C., I fell for her wit, her laugh, her sparkling eyes. Her body, I decided, was something I could learn to live with.

Her shoulders were as broad as mine, her hands were almost as big, and from her breasts to her belly, from her hips down the slope of her thighs, she was all sweet curves and warm welcome. Holding her felt like a safe haven. It felt like coming home.

But being out with her didn’t feel nearly as comfortable. Maybe it was the way I’d absorbed society’s expectations, its dictates of what men are supposed to want and how women are supposed to appear. More likely, it was the way she had. C. was a dedicated foot soldier in the body wars. At five foot ten inches, with a linebacker’s build and a weight that would have put her right at home on a pro football team’s roster, C. couldn’t make herself invisible.

But I know that if it were possible, if all the slouching and slumping and shapeless black jumpers could have erased her from the physical world, she would have gone in an instant. She took no pleasure from the very things I loved, from her size, her amplitude, her luscious, zaftig heft.

As many times as I told her she was beautiful, I know that she never believed me. As many times as I said it didn’t matter, I knew that to her it did. I was just one voice, and the world’s voice was louder. I could feel her shame like a palpable thing, walking beside us on the street, crouched down between us in a movie theater, coiled up and waiting for someone to say what to her was the dirtiest word in the world: fat.

And I knew it wasn’t paranoia. You hear, over and over, how fat is the last acceptable prejudice, that fat people are the only safe targets in our politically correct world. Date a queen-sized woman and you’ll find out how true it is. You’ll see the way people look at her, and look at you for being with her. You’ll try to buy her lingerie for Valentine’s Day and realize the sizes stop before she starts. Every time you go out to eat you’ll watch her agonize, balancing what she wants against what she’ll let herself have, what she’ll let herself have against what she’ll be seen eating in public.

And what she’ll let herself say.

I remember when the Monica Lewinsky story broke and C., a newspaper reporter, wrote a passionate defense of the White House intern who’d been betrayed by Linda Tripp in Washington, and betrayed even worse by her friends in Beverly Hills, who were busily selling their high-school memories of Monica to Inside Edition and People magazine. After her article was printed, C. got lots of hate mail, including one letter from a guy who began: “I can tell by what you wrote that you are overweight and that nobody loves you.” And it was that letter—that word—that bothered her more than anything else anyone said. It seemed that if it were true—the “overweight” part—then the “nobody loves you” part would have to be true as well. As if being Lewinsky-esque was worse than being a betrayer, or even someone who was dumb. As if being fat were somehow a crime.

Loving a larger woman is an act of courage in this world, and maybe it’s even an act of futility. Because, in loving C., I knew I was loving someone who didn’t believe that she herself was worthy of anyone’s love.

And now that it’s over, I don’t know where to direct my anger and my sorrow. At a world that made her feel the way she did about her body—no, herself—and whether she was desirable. At C., for not being strong enough to overcome what the world told her. Or at myself, for not loving C. enough to make her believe in herself.

* * *

I wept straight through Celebrity Weddings, slumped on the floor in front of the couch, tears rolling off my chin and soaking my shirt as one tissue-thin supermodel after another said “I do.” I cried for Bruce, who had understood me far more than I’d given him credit for and maybe had loved me more than I’d deserved. He could have been everything I’d wanted, everything I’d hoped for. He could have been my husband. And I’d chucked it.

And I’d lost him forever. Him and his family—one of the things I’d loved best about Bruce. His parents were what June and Ward would have been if they were Jewish and living in New Jersey in the nineties. His father, who had perpetually whiskered cheeks and eyes as kind as Bruce’s, was a dermatologist. His family was his delight. I don’t know how else to say it, or how much it astonished me. Given my experience with my own dad, watching Bernard Guberman was like looking at an alien from Mars. He actually likes his child! I would marvel. He really wants to be with him! He remembers things about Bruce’s life! That Bernard Guberman seemed to like me, too, might have had less to do with his feelings about me as a person and more to do with my being a) Jewish, and hence a marriage prospect; b) gainfully employed, and thus not an overt gold digger; and c) a source of happiness for his son. But I didn’t care why he was so nice to me. I just basked in his kindness whenever I could.

Bruce’s mother, Audrey, had been the tiniest bit intimidating, with manicured fingernails painted whatever shade I’d be reading about in Vogue the next month, and perfectly styled hair, and a house full of glass and wall-to-wall white carpeting and seven bathrooms, each kept immaculately clean. The Ever-Tasteful Audrey, I called her to my friends. But once you got past the manicure, Audrey was nice, too. She’d been trained as a teacher, but by the time I met Audrey her working-for-a-living days were long past and she was a full-time wife, mother, and volunteer—the perennial PTA mom, Cub Scout leader, and Hadassah president, the one who could always be counted on to organize the synagogue’s annual food drive or the Sisterhood’s winter ball.

The downside of parents like that, I used to think, was that it killed your ambition. With my divorced parents and my college debts I was always scrambling for the next rung on the ladder, the next job, the next freelance assignment; for more money, more recognition, for fame, insofar as you could be famous when your job was telling other people’s stories. When I started at a small newspaper in the middle of nowhere, covering car crashes and sewage board meetings, I was desperate to get to a bigger one, and when I finally got to a bigger one, I wasn’t there two weeks before I was already plotting how to move on.

Bruce had been content to drift through graduate school, picking up a teaching assignment here, a freelance writing gig there, making approximately half of what I did, letting his parents pick up the tab for his car insurance (and his car, for that matter), and “help” with his rent and subsidize his lifestyle with $100 handouts every time he saw them, plus jaw-droppingly generous checks on birthdays, Chanukah, and sometimes just because. “Slow down,” he’d tell me when I’d slip out of bed early to work on a short story, or go into work on a Saturday to send out query letters to magazine editors in New York. “You need to enjoy life more, Cannie.”

I thought sometimes that he liked to imagine himself as one of the lead characters in an early Springsteen song—some furious, passionate nineteen-year-old romantic, raging against the world at large and his father in particular, looking for one girl to save him. The trouble was, Bruce’s parents had given him nothing to rebel against—no numbing factory job, no stern, judgmental patriarch, certainly no poverty. And a Springsteen song lasted only three minutes, including chorus and theme and thundering guitar-charged climax, and never took into account the dirty dishes, the unwashed laundry and unmade bed, the thousand tiny acts of consideration and goodwill that actually maintaining a relationship called for. My Bruce preferred to drift through life, lingering over the Sunday paper, smoking high-quality dope, dreaming of bigger papers and better assignments without doing much to get them. Once, early in our relationship, he’d sent his clips to the Examiner and gotten a curt “try us in five years” postcard in response. He’d shoved the letter in a shoebox, and we’d never discussed it again.

But he was happy. “Head’s all empty, I don’t care,” he’d sing to me, quoting the Grateful Dead, and I’d force a smile, thinking that my head was never empty and that if it ever was, you could be darn sure I’d care.

And what had all my hustle gotten me, I mused, now slurping the boozy slush straight from the bowl. What did it matter. He didn’t love me anymore.

I woke up after midnight, drooling on the couch. There was a pounding in my head. Then I realized it was someone pounding at the door.

“Cannie?”

I sat up, taking a moment to locate my hands and my feet.

“Cannie, open this door right now. I’m worried about you.”

My mother. Please God no.

“Cannie!”

I curled tight onto the couch, remembering that she’d called me in the morning, a million years ago, to tell me she’d be in town that night for Gay Bingo, and that she and Tanya would stop by when it was over. I got to my feet, flicking off the halogen lamp as quietly as I could, which wasn’t very quietly, considering that I managed to knock the lamp over in the process. Nifkin howled and scrambled onto the armchair, glaring at me reproachfully. My mother started pounding again.

“Cannie!”

“Go ’way,” I called weakly. “I’m … naked.”

“Oh, you are not! You’re wearing your overalls, and you’re drinking tequila, and you’re watching The Sound of Music.”

All of which was true. What can I say? I like musicals. I especially like The Sound of Music—particularly the scene where Maria gathers the motherless Von Trapp brood onto her bed during the thunderstorm and sings “My Favorite Things.” It looked so cozy, so safe—the way my own family had been, for a minute, once upon a time, a long time ago.

I heard a muttered consultation outside my door—my mother’s voice, then another, in a lower register, like Marlboro smoke filtered through gravel. Tanya. She of the sling and the crab leg.

“Cannie, open up!”

I struggled back into a sitting position and heaved myself into the bathroom, where I flicked on the light and stared at myself, reviewing the situation, and my appearance. Tear-streaked face, check. Hair, light brown with streaks of copper, cut in a basic bob and shoved behind my ears, also present. No makeup. Hint—well, actuality—of a double chin. Full cheeks, round, sloping shoulders, double-D-cup breasts, fat fingers, thick hips, big ass, thighs solidly muscled beneath a quivering blanket of lard. My eyes looked especially small, like they were trying to hide in the flesh of my face, and there was something avid and hungry and desperate about them. Eyes exactly the color of the ocean in the Menemsha harbor in Martha’s Vineyard, a beautiful grapey green. My best feature, I thought ruefully. Pretty green eyes and a wry, cockeyed smile. “Such a pretty face,” my grandmother would say, cupping my chin in her hand, then shaking her head, not even bothering to say the rest.

So here I am. Twenty-eight years old, with thirty looming on the horizon. Drunk. Fat. Alone. Unloved. And, worst of all, a cliché, Ally McBeal and Bridget Jones put together, which was probably about how much I weighed, and there were two determined lesbians banging on my door. My best option, I decided, was hiding in the closet and feigning death.

“I’ve got a key,” my mother threatened.

I wrested the tequila bowl away from Nifkin. “Hang on,” I yelled. I picked up the lamp and opened the door a crack. My mother and Tanya stared at me, wearing identical L.L. Bean hooded sweatshirts and expressions of concern.

“Look,” I said. “I’m fine. I’m just sleepy, so I’m going to sleep. We can talk about this tomorrow.”

“Look, we saw the Moxie article,” said my mother. “Lucy brought it over.”

Thank you, Lucy, I thought. “I’m fine,” I said again. “Fine, fine, fine, fine.”

My mother, clutching her bingo dauber, looked skeptical. Tanya, as usual, just looked like she wanted a cigarette, and a drink, and for me and my siblings never to have been born, so that she could have my mother all to herself and they could relocate to a commune in Northampton.

“You’ll call me tomorrow?” my mother asked.

“I’ll call,” I said, and closed the door.

My bed looked like an oasis in the desert, like a sandbar in the stormy sea. I lurched toward it, flung myself down, on my back, my arms and legs splayed out, like a size-sixteen starfish stapled to the comforter. I loved my bed—the pretty light blue down comforter, the soft pink sheets, the pile of pillows, each in a bright slipcover—one purple, one orange, one pale yellow, and one cream. I loved the Laura Ashley dust ruffle and the red wool blanket that I’d had since I was a girl. Bed, I thought, was about the only thing I had going for me right now, as Nifkin bounded up and joined me, and I stared at the ceiling, which was spinning in a most alarming way.

I wished I’d never told Bruce I wanted a break. I wished I’d never met him. I wished that I’d kept running that night, just kept running and never looked back.

I wished I wasn’t a reporter. I wished that my job was baking muffins in a muffin shop, where all I’d have to do was crack eggs and measure flour and make change, and nobody could abuse me, and where they’d even expect me to be fat. Every flab roll and cellulite crinkle would serve as testimony to the excellence of my baked goods.

I wished I could trade places with the guy who wore the “FRESH SUSHI” sandwich board and walked up and down Pine Street at lunch hour, handing out sushi coupons for World of Wasabi. I wished I could be anonymous and invisible. Maybe dead.

I pictured myself lying in the bathtub, taping a note to the mirror, taking a razor blade to my wrists. Then I pictured Nifkin, whining and looking puzzled, scraping his nails against the rim of the bathtub and wondering why I wasn’t getting up. And I pictured my mother having to go through my things and finding the somewhat battered copy of Best of Penthouse Letters in my top dresser drawer, plus the pink fur-lined handcuffs Bruce had given me for Valentine’s Day. Finally, I pictured the paramedics trying to maneuver my dead, wet body down three flights of stairs. “We’ve got a big one here,” I imagined one of them saying.

Okay. So suicide was out, I thought, rolling myself into the comforter and arranging the orange pillows under my head. The muffin shop/sandwich board scenario, while tempting, was probably not going to happen. I couldn’t see how to spin it in the alumni magazine. Princeton graduates who stepped off the fast track tended to own the muffin shops, which they would then turn into a chain of successful muffin shops, which would then go public and make millions. And the muffin shops would only be a diversion for a few years, something to do while raising their kids, who would invariably appear in the alumni magazine clad in eensy-beansy black-and-orange outfits with “Class of 2012!” written on their precocious little chests.

What I wanted, I thought, pressing my pillow hard against my face, was to be a girl again. To be on my bed in the house I’d grown up in, tucked underneath the brown and red paisley comforter, reading even though it was past my bedtime, hearing the door open and my father walk inside, feel him standing over me silently, feeling the weight of his pride and his love like it was a tangible thing, like warm water. I wanted him to put his hand on my head the way he had then, to hear the smile in his voice when he’d say, “Still reading, Cannie?” To be little, and loved. And thin. I wanted that.

I rolled over, groped for my nightstand, grabbed a pen and paper. Lose weight, I wrote, then stopped and thought. Find new boyfriend, I added. Sell screenplay. Buy large house with garden and fenced yard. Find mother more acceptable girlfriend. Somewhere between writing Get and maintain stylish haircut and thinking Make Bruce sorry, I finally fell asleep.

Good in bed. Ha! He had a lot of nerve, putting his name on a column about sexual expertise, given how few people he’d even been with, and how little he’d known before he’d met me.

I had slept with four people—three long-term boyfriends and one ill-considered freshman-year fling—when Bruce and I hooked up, and I’d fooled around extensively with another half-dozen. I might’ve been a big girl, but I’d been reading Cosmopolitan since I was thirteen, and I knew my way around the various pieces of equipment. At least I’d never had any complaints.

So I was experienced. And Bruce … wasn’t. He’d had a few harsh turn-downs in high school, when he’d had really bad skin, and before he’d discovered that pot and a ponytail could reliably attract a certain kind of girl.

When he’d shown up that first night, with his sleeping bag and his plaid shirt, he wasn’t a virgin, but he’d never been in a real relationship, and he’d certainly never been in love. So he was looking for his lady fair, and I, while not averse to stumbling into Mr. Right, was mostly looking for … well, call it affection, attention. Actually, call it sex.

We started off on the couch, sitting side by side. I reached for his hand. It was ice-cold and clammy. And when I casually slung an arm over his shoulder, then eased my thigh against his, I could feel him shaking. Which touched me. I wanted to be gentle with him, I wanted to be kind. I took both of his hands in mine and tugged him off the couch. “Let’s lie down,” I said.

We walked to my bedroom hand in hand, and he lay on my futon, flat on his back, his eyes wide open and gleaming in the dark, looking a bit like a man in a dentist’s chair. I propped myself up on my elbow and let the loose ends of my hair trail gently across his cheek. When I kissed the side of his neck, he gasped as if I’d burned him, and when I eased one hand inside his shirt and gently tugged at the hair on his chest, he sighed, “Ah, Cannie,” in the tenderest voice I’d ever heard.

But his kisses were horrible, slobbery things, all bludgeoning tongue and lips that felt as if they were somehow collapsing when they met mine, so that I was left with a choice between teeth and mustache. His hands were stiff and clumsy. “Lie still,” I whispered.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered back unhappily. “I’m all wrong, aren’t I?”

“Shh,” I breathed, my lips against his neck once more, the tender skin right where his beard ended. I slid one hand down his chest, lightly feathered it over his crotch. Nothing doing. I pressed my breasts into his side, kissed his forehead, his eyelids, the tip of his nose, and tried again. Still nothing. Well, this was curious. I decided to show him a trick, to teach him how to make me happy whether he could get hard or not. He moved me enormously, this six-foot-tall guy with a ponytail and a look on his face like I might electrocute him instead of … this. I wrapped both of my legs around one of his, took his hand, and slid it into my panties. His eyes met mine and he smiled when he felt how wet I was. I put his fingers where I needed them, with my hand over his, pressing his fingers against myself, showing him what to do, and I moved against him, letting him feel me sweat and breathe hard and moan when I came. And then I pressed my face into his neck again, and moved my lips up to his ear. “Thank you,” I whispered. I tasted salt. Sweat? Tears, maybe? But it was dark, and I didn’t look.

We fell asleep in that position: me, wearing just a T-shirt and panties, wrapped around him; him, with only his shirt unbuttoned, only halfway, still in underwear, sweatpants, socks. And when the light crept through my windows, when we opened our eyes and looked at each other, it felt like we had known each other much longer than just one night. As if we could never have been strangers. “Good morning,” I whispered.

“You’re beautiful,” he said.

I decided that I could get used to hearing that in the mornings. Bruce decided that he was in love. We were together for the next three years, and we learned things with each other. Eventually, he told me the whole story, about his limited experience, about always being either drunk or stoned and always very shy, about how he’d been turned down a few times his first year in college and just decided to be patient. “I knew I’d meet the right girl someday,” he said, smiling at me, cradling me close. We figured it out—the things he liked, the things I liked, the things we both liked. Some of it was straightforward. Some of it would have been raunchy enough to raise eyebrows even in Moxie, where they ran regular features on new “sizzling sexy secrets!”

But the thing that galled me, that chewed at my heart as I tossed and turned, feeling clammy and cotton-mouthed from the previous night’s tequila binge, was the column’s title. “Good in Bed.” It was a lie. It wasn’t that he’d been some kind of sexual savant, a boy wonder under the sheets … it was that we had loved each other, once. We’d been good in bed together.
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