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    APRIL USED TO BE MY SISTER. She used to be nine and charming. She used to respect the two most important laws of sisterhood: Thou shalt not spy and Thou shalt not report thy sister’s crimes to the authorities.
  


  
    Now Ape Face is ten and everything’s different. She is evil, and she must be destroyed.
  


  
    Here’s how it happened: The week before school started, my ex-sister burst through the closed door of the bathroom we share and found me. On my knees. With my head in the toilet.
  


  
    “Euwww,” she said. “Naaasty.”
  


  
    I removed my fingers from my throat and swallowed. “Don’t tell Mom.”
  


  
    “Don’t tell Mom what?” she said.
  


  
    “That I have the flu, April. Obviously. I don’t want her to worry.”
  


  
    “Ohhh. Is that what it is? The flu?”
  


  
    I wanted to call her the worst name I could think ofsomething I heard Jason Gullo call Ryan James in gym. But with Ape Face, you have to choose your words carefully. “You’d better not tell her.”
  


  
    Ape Face raised one eyebrow. “Or what?”
  


  
    “Or else. That’s all I’m saying.”
  


  
    “Oooo.” She waggled her fingers at me. “Scary.”
  


  
    Here is our business arrangement in times of crisis: bribery. Of the items I own, here is what April wants: everything.
  


  
    We stepped into my office, which doubles as a bedroom, and shut the door. As if shutting doors means anything around here.
  


  
    “My rhinestone barrettes,” I said.
  


  
    Ape Face wrinkled her nose. She has no taste. She wears a leotard to school, if that tells you anything. And anyway, just as a good batter never swings at the first pitch, Ape Face never takes the first offer. She likes me to throw some heat.
  


  
    I went over to my bureau and pulled out my pink tank top. There was a time when Ape Face would have gnawed off her own arm for this shirt. That is, before there was a gigantic ravioli stain on the front.
  


  
    “Right,” said Ape Face, and made a move toward the door.
  


  
    I had to say something. Anything. “My Wonderbra?”
  


  
    Ape Face said, “That’s very funny, Isabelle. You should be a comedian.”
  


  
    “I’m serious. It makes you look like you have something on top even when you don’t.”
  


  
    Ape Face narrowed her eyes at me. “Do you know that you are exactly ten seconds away from being grounded for life?”
  


  
    I couldn’t tell if she was trying to scare me or if she meant it. With three balls, no strikes, I couldn’t take the chance. This one was gonna hurt. “My red boots,” I said. Ouch.
  


  
    “The suede ones?” said Ape Face, brightening.
  


  
    “The suede ones.” Noooooooo. These are my absolute favorite boots in the whole world and she knows it. I saved my allowance for three months to buy them.
  


  
    Regret! Regret!
  


  
    Ape Face came over to my bed and sat down, one leg crossed over the other. She held out her hand to me like she was royalty and I was supposed to kiss her ring.
  


  
    I reached under the bed to get the shoe box and handed it to her.
  


  
    Ape Face took her sweet time. She laced up each boot with excruciating care. She pointed her toes in the air, flexed. Pointed, flexed, assumed ballet positions. She stood and did a few pliés and arabesques. Then, even more slowly, she sat back down and unlaced. Slowly, oh so slowly, she placed my all-time favorite boots back in their tissue paper cocoon.
  


  
    She handed me the box. “I don’t think so, Isabelle. They’re a little scuffed.”
  


  
    She’s that good.
  


  
    “Okay, April. Name it.”
  


  
    “Your mountain bike.” She actually said this with a straight face.
  


  
    “You’re crazy.”
  


  
    “Your mountain bike,” she repeated.
  


  
    “Have you been sniffing glue? Those fumes, you know, they can make you nuts.”
  


  
    Ape Face walked over to the door, placed one hand on the doorknob. “This is my final offer, Belly. Take it or . . . don’t.”
  


  
    I have never hated anyone so much in my entire life as I hated my sister at that moment. “Get out of my room,” I told her. “Out.”
  


  
    “Have it your way,” Ape Face said. And here is what she, my own flesh and blood, did: she placed both hands on her nonhips, smiled at me, and started yelling. “Mahhhhhm! Belly’s puking her guts out!”
  


  
    That’s how it happened. That’s how my ex-sister realized her lifelong dream of seeing me placed under house arrest. That’s how I ended up here, on this pee-colored couch from the disco era, sandwiched between a skeleton and a whale.
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    “GROUP” IS MY PUNISHMENT. As in “Eating Disorder and Body Image Therapy Group.” It is just how you wish you could spend every day for the rest of your life: sitting around in a circle, talking about things you don’t want to talk about, in a room with no air circulation and orange carpet that smells like Cheez-Its.
  


  
    The first day of Group I wouldn’t get out of the car. My mother had us parked in a ten-minute spot, but that didn’t make me move any faster. I stared out the window at absolutely nothing. Then I fiddled with the radio. When I’m in 
     the mood I can switch stations so fast you can’t even tell what song is playing. It is quite a talent.
  


  
    Finally my mother reached over and turned it off.
  


  
    “What?” I said. “I was listening.”
  


  
    “Isabelle.” She put her hand on my arm. “It’s almost five. You don’t want to be late.”
  


  
    I moved as far away from her hand as I could get. “Yes, I do,” I said. “I want to be very, very late. You have no idea how late I want to be.”
  


  
    My mother sighed and gripped the steering wheel with both hands.
  


  
    I turned the radio on again and fiddled with the buttons like crazy, which you would think would make a mother furious. Not this mother. She is the type that says, in a voice so gentle you want to scream, “Oh, honey.”
  


  
    “Fine!” I turned off the radio. I unbuckled my seat belt to make her think I was planning on going somewhere. “Just answer me one thing. Why are you making me do this?”
  


  
    “Because that is the deal,” my mother said.
  


  
    “Some deal. It’s not like I had a choice.”
  


  
    “You’re right.” My mother took off the stupid black sunglasses she always has to wear when she goes out, even when it’s raining. She turned to look at me. “About this, you don’t have a choice. You need to do this one thing.”
  


  
    Now I was the one who reached over to touch her arm. “Mom. Please? It was just that one time I threw up. I won’t do it again. I promise.”
  


  
    “I know you won’t,” she said.
  


  
    “You do?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “So I don’t have to go?”
  


  
    “No,” Mom said, shaking her head slowly. “You do have to go. That’s how I know you won’t do it again.”
  


  
    “Huh,” I said. I made my voice quiet and spoke directly to the windshield. The worst words possible. “Daddy would never make me go. Not in a million years.”
  


  
    The silence was so big it made my stomach ache.
  


  
    My mother couldn’t look at me. “I’ll pick you up at six thirty,” she said in a wobbly voice. On went the sunglasses.
  


  
    When I got out of the car I slammed the door as hard as I could. I didn’t care if she cried. She could cry all day if she wanted to. Just for once, though, I’d like her to do it out in the open, not hiding behind something like sunglasses. It’s a wonder she doesn’t go blind.
  


  
    I stood at the curb, watching my mother fumble with the car keys for about a hundred years until she finally turned on the ignition. I figured I might as well wait until she pulled away, so she could wave good-bye to me like everything was fine. And I could wave back like nothing had happened.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    The leader of Group is Trish, who has hair like Orphan Annie and an overbite. I know what an overbite is only because I have one too. At least I used to, before I got braces. Now all I have is a mouth full of metal.
  


  
    The first day, Trish bounced around handing out three-by-five cards and touching everyone on the shoulder. “Here you go. . . . Here you go. . . .” She’s the camp counselor type. If anyone can make a rope ladder out of dental floss, it’s Trish.
  


  
    “Welcome to Group!” Trish said. “Why don’t we go 
     around the room and introduce ourselves. . . . Mathilde?” Trish pounced on the girl to my left. “Would you like to start?”
  


  
    When Mathilde ducked her head, you could see all five of her chins. I’m not saying this to be mean, it really happened. She spoke so softly we could barely hear her. “I’m . . . uh . . . Mathilde.”
  


  
    “Great!” said Trish. “Hi, Mathilde. Let’s all say ‘Hiii, Mathilde.’”
  


  
    We all said, “Hiii, Mathilde.”
  


  
    You have to feel badly for Mathilde. You really do. First of all, she wears things like shorts with little strawberries on them, and T-shirts with iron-on kittens. You can bet her grandmother picks them out. Second, she has the fat-test legs I’ve ever seen. Next to hers, my legs look like sticks.
  


  
    “Dawn?” said Trish.
  


  
    “I’m Dawn,” said Dawn, the cute girl sitting across from me. Long yellow bangs, sad eyes, pug nose. I liked her right away.
  


  
    “Hiii, Dawn,” we said.
  


  
    Then there was Rachel. Rachel looks like she should be in a gang. She has about ten earrings in each ear and black eyeliner all around her eyes. You can guess what she’s thinking just from looking at her. I don’t need you people! I don’t need anyone!
  


  
    “Hiii, Rachel,” we said anyway.
  


  
    Next was Lila, who is superskinny. She’s always tapping her fingertips against her kneecaps. Her skin is white, white, white, and you can count her ribs through her turtleneck. 
     Most people would probably think that’s gross, being able to count someone’s ribs through their shirt, but personally, I wouldn’t mind looking like Lila. It’s better than being fat. Way better.
  


  
    “Hiii, Lila,” we said.
  


  
    Finally there was me. Isabelle Lee. Here’s the problem with Isabelle Lee: shorten it, and what do you get? Izzy Lee, which I hate. Or Belle Lee, which is just as bad. And Belly? Well, Belly is unforgivable. I wake up every day ready to kill Ape Face for coming up with that one.
  


  
    I used to be Bella, Daddy’s name for me. But then he died and I wouldn’t let anyone call me that anymore. If they did I’d bite their head right off.
  


  
    Nobody in Group knows about that. To them, I’m just Isabelle, and that’s how it’s going to stay.
  


  
    “Hiii, Isabelle.”
  


  
    “Hi,” I said. My voice came out so squeaky I didn’t even recognize it.
  


  
    Trish looked at her watch and said we should wait a few more minutes, there were supposed to be six of us. Right on cue, someone knocked at the door.
  


  
    Trish said, “Come on in, Ashley.”
  


  
    And in she walked: Ashley Barnum. The Ashley Barnum.
  


  
    I could not have been more surprised if I woke up to find my head stapled to my pillow. I was so dumbfounded I had to mouth the words. Hiii, Ashley.
  


  
    Here is what you have to know about Ashley Barnum to understand: First of all, the name. Ashley Barnum. Royalty, right? When Ashley Barnum walks down the hall at 
     school, you know it, and not just by the hundreds of wannabe Ashleys who follow her everywhere. By her glow. For starters, she has blue eyes, surfer-girl hair, and perfect thighsskinny, but muscular too, the kind that flex instead of jiggle. You can bet they don’t rub together when she walks.
  


  
    On top of that, she is captain of the field hockey team and vice president of the eighth grade. Last year she was voted most popular girl, and everybody knows that when we get to high school she’ll be homecoming queen and prom queen and every other kind of queen. Let’s face it, Ashley Barnum is the type of girl that, if she stepped in dog doo, every guy would line up for the honor of licking her feet clean. Not that dogs would dare doo in Ashley Barnum’s path. Even they would rather die.
  


  
    Ashley has three brothers, high-school age. They all look like male versions of Ashley. Craig, Jonathan, and David are their names, and they take turns driving her to school in a silver convertible, so she doesn’t have to take the bus like the rest of us. They are her bodyguards. One Barbie, three Kens.
  


  
    Once, I thought I could hate Ashley Barnum on account of her being so perfect all the time, but here is the clincher, here is the real tragedy: she’s nice. At least if she were a snob I could be left in peace.
  


  
    This year, we have the same English class, Advanced with Mr. Minx. Now that we’re in eighth grade, everything is split into ability levels: basic, standard, and advanced. I’m in all advanced. I’m pretty good at everything, except for math. At math I’m the pits.
  


  
    In Mr. Minx’s English class, Ashley Barnum sits front and center. Dan Fosse and Peter Marsh, soccer players (drool), sit on Ashley’s right and left, only too happy to play the bread to her peanut butter. Like every other guy in the school, they spend each fifty-minute period waiting for Ashley to sneeze so they can bless her.
  


  
    Brian King sits behind her. He is in love with her. Everyone knows that ol’ Bri is not exactly in Ashley Barnum’s league. He’s doughy, and there’s always dirt under his fingernails, and he wears these thick glasses that are constantly sliding halfway down his nose. But does that stop him from writing love notes and dropping them onto her desk on his way to the pencil sharpener? Nope. He’s been doing this since sixth grade. And Ashley always smiles and says thank you. She slips Brian’s notes into her backpack like she’s going to read them later. Why? Because she’s nice.
  


  
    I sit in the back row, between Nola Quentin and Georgine Miner, my friends since kindergarten. I like Nola and Georgie all right, but let’s just say that they are not going to win any beauty contests. No boy would think to pass a note to either one of them. Or to me.
  


  
    But Ashley Barnum? Well, she is the kind of person you wish you could be friends with, even though she doesn’t know you exist. When I was younger I even wanted to be her, so much that I used to doodle her name all over my desk. Instead of your regular doodlesrainbows (R.O.Y.G.B.I.V.), hearts (true love always), and cubes (3-D), my doodle was Ashley Barnum (bubble letters).
  


  
    So when she walked into Group that day, you can 
     imagine my shock. Here was Ashley Barnum, wearing a jean miniskirt and matching clogs. Her eyes were pink, but other than that she was her usual radiant self. Obviously she’d stumbled upon our meeting by mistake. Someone should have told her that the meeting for “People without a Care in the World” was one floor down.
  


  
    Trish put her arm around Ashley’s shoulder and squeezed. She handed Ashley a three-by-five card and guided her to a chair.
  


  
    “The information you share on these cards, girls,” Trish said, “is private. The first rule of Group is confidentiality. That means that anything that’s shared in this room stays in this room.”
  


  
    Trish stood next to an easel draped with grainy paper. “Pretend this is your card,” she said. With red marker, Trish drew six big dots. She wanted our full name, the name we prefer to be called, age, grade in school, reason for coming to Group, and a few of our personal goals.
  


  
    “This part is important,” said Trish, double-underlining “personal goals.” “What kind of person do you want to be when you leave Group today? A month from now? A year?”
  


  
    Trish walked around passing out golf pencils.
  


  
    “Could I possibly have something less stubby?” said Rachel, like she’d just been handed a used Kleenex.
  


  
    “Certainly.” Trish smiled and handed her a Bic instead. “Anyone else prefer a pen?”
  


  
    The rest of us murmured “No, thank you” and went to work on our three-by-fives.
  


  
    When I finished, mine looked like this: 
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    I leaned a little to the left and tried to sneak a peek at Mathilde’s card. All I could make out were the words fat pig, before she flipped it over. Lila was hunched over hers like it was a vocabulary quiz and we were all trying to cheat off her. Ashley Barnum was sitting directly across the room from me, bending sideways over Trish’s desk. A curtain of blonde hair fell across her face.
  


  
    I imagined her card to read:
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    Trish collected our cards and told us how proud she was of us already.
  


  
    “Have a restful week,” Trish said. “Be good to yourselves.” She reminded us to bring a blank book to next Wednesday’s Group, for journaling purposes.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Ten minutes later, we were standing outside the hospital, waiting for the moms to pick us up. Me and Ashley Barnum. Ashley Barnum and Me. She was drawing swirls in the dirt with one toe. I was doing standing butt crunches. One-and-two-and-three-and-four-and . . . I was on number seventy-nine when she said, “Isabelle?”
  


  
    “Yes?” I couldn’t believe it. She was speaking to me. Ashley Barnum was actually speaking to me.
  


  
    “You go to John Jay, right?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “8-A homeroom?”
  


  
    “Yes.”
  


  
    “Minx’s English?”
  


  
    “Why, yes.” Why, yes? Suddenly I’d developed a British accent? Duh!
  


  
    “Well, here’s the thing,” Ashley said. “I mean . . . I know we don’t really know each other or anything, but I’d really appreciate it if you wouldn’t, you know . . .”
  


  
    “I won’t tell,” I said.
  


  
    Ashley Barnum drew another snail trail in the dirt, nodded. “Thanks.”
  


  
    “Sure.”
  


  
    “Anyway,” Ashley said, “it’s not a big deal or anything. I mean, my mom just flipped about this gum she found in my backpack. She thought it was, um, Ex-Lax or something? She saw this thing on TV . . .”
  


  
    “Yeah,” I said. “Same. I mean, my mom flipped too, ‘cause she thought I was throwing up or something.”
  


  
    “Yeah?” said Ashley Barnum.
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    There was a pause while I tried to think of something cool to say. Do you know I’ve wanted to be you since fourth grade?
  


  
    But Ashley’s mom pulled up in her shiny black car and signaled with her cigarette for Ashley to hurry up, and Ashley said, superfast, “So, thanks, Isabelle. I’ll see you in Minx’s class, third period, ‘kay?”
  


  
    “’Kay,” I said. “Minx’s class.” You betcha, girlfriend. Call ya later!
  


  
    As the car peeled out, a little spray of dirt fanned through the air, just above the spot where Ashley Barnum’s toe had been.
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    THAT NIGHT I MADE IT THROUGH an entire dinner without talking to Ape Face. I wanted to drive her bonkers.
  


  
    “If you think the silent treatment bothers me,” she said, “think again.”
  


  
    “Mom?” I said. “Would you pass the peas, please?”
  


  
    “You can ask your sister for the peas, Isabelle. They’re right in front of her.”
  


  
    My mother had about six peas on her plate, and a 
     piece of chicken the size of her thumb. This is how much she eats. Before Daddy, she ate real people’s meals. Now she eats doll meals.
  


  
    Ape Face held up the bowl, balancing it on one hand. “Would anyone like some peas? . . . Anyone?”
  


  
    “So, Mom,” I said, completely ignoring Ape Face. “How was your day? Any exciting papers to grade?”
  


  
    My mother is a college professor. She teaches American literature. There are piles of her students’ papers all over the house. People say, “Wow, your mother’s pretty messy.” But they don’t know she used to be neat.
  


  
    “Isabelle,” my mother said. “April is offering you the peas.”
  


  
    “I changed my mind,” I said. “I’m not in the mood for peas after all.”
  


  
    “Honestly, Isabelle,” said my mother.
  


  
    “Honestly, Isabelle,” said Ape Face, frowning and shaking her head.
  


  
    My mother shot April the look that means Enough.
  


  
    “Mom, do you hear anything?” I asked. “I don’t hear anything. . . . What’s that? . . . Is that a fly buzzing in my ear?”
  


  
    “Isabelle,” said my mother quietly, spearing exactly one pea with her fork. “Stop it.”
  


  
    “Fine,” I said.
  


  
    There was a moment of silence. Then Ape Face said, “Mom, guess what? I’m writing a story. ‘Group of Frogs,’ it’s called. How’s that for a title?”
  


  
    Mom reached over to ruffle the Ape’s hair. “An excellent title. I can’t wait to read it. What’s the plot?”
  


  
    This is the way it goes with them. They are their own mother-daughter book club. If you want to join, go right ahead.
  


  
    I got up to clear my plate. On my way to the sink I did what I always do: try not to look at Daddy’s empty chair, but can’t help myself. This time there was a big, messy pile of papers on top of it. I couldn’t believe it. A lot of people put piles of stuff on chairs and pass right by them, not thinking a thing. But looking at this pile, my stomach hurt so much I felt like someone punched me.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    In my room, I ran straight to my closet. That’s where I keep my stash, under one of Daddy’s old flannel shirts that nobody knows I have. For the longest time after he died, I kept the shirt under my bed, wrapped in a paper bag. I would take it out whenever I missed him because it had his smell. Clean and warm, like grass.
  


  
    This shirt was a legend. My mother was always trying to throw it out because of the missing buttons and the pocket that got ripped off in a football game. But every time Mom tried to get rid of the shirt, Daddy would rescue it just in time. It was their special game. “There you are,” he would say, dragging it out of the Goodwill bag and slipping it back on. And Mom would wag her finger at him, pretending to be angry. “Jacob Lee. You are impossible.” This was his cue to chase her all around the house until he caught her and wrapped her up in his arms, in that big soft shirt that smelled like him.
  


  
    One time last year, right before my birthday, I took the shirt out from under my bed and jammed my face in it, 
     hard, because I missed him so much. That’s when I realized it was all smelled out. I breathed in, and . . . nothing. It was just a shirt. Just a ratty old shirt that could have belonged to anyone.
  


  
    There wasn’t much left in my stash, only a few packages of Fig Newtons and a half-eaten bag of Doritos. I didn’t bother pushing the bureau against the door this time because I knew Mom and Ape Face wouldn’t be up for a while.
  


  
    I sat on the floor of my closet while I ate, breathing in that mothbally closet smell. One hand on the Fig Newtons, the other on the chips. When I was finished, I put the empty wrappers back in the box and the box back on the top shelf of the closet, under the flannel shirt.
  


  
    Before going to the bathroom I stood at the top of the stairs and listened. I could hear Mom and Ape Face laughing together. Who knew “Group of Frogs” was a freaking comedy?
  


  
    In the bathroom I drank a glass of water as fast as I could. I lifted the toilet seat and stuck my fingers down my throat, so far down my middle knuckle was touching that little wiggly piece in the back. I felt my stomach contract hard and my shoulders hunch up to my ears. Abracadabra, out came the Doritos, the Fig Newtons, the milk, the pasta, the chicken cacciatore.
  


  
    Just like magic.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Later, my mother knocked on the door. “Isabelle? May I come in?”
  


  
    “It’s a free country,” I said. I was lying in bed with A
     Separate Peace, this book we’re reading for English.
  


  
    “A Separate Peace?” Mom said. “That’s one of my favorites. Have you gotten to the part where Finny shows Gene the tree?”
  


  
    “I’m only on chapter one,” I said.
  


  
    “Oh. Well, I didn’t ruin anything for you by telling you that. But the tree does become an important symbol in the novel. Let me know when you get there, and we can discuss it.”
  


  
    “Uh-huh.” I picked the book back up and pretended to be very busy reading.
  


  
    “Isabelle.” My mother sat down on the edge of the bed and took the book right out of my hand.
  


  
    “I’m reading!”
  


  
    “Well, I’m talking.”
  


  
    I looked at the ceiling with my eyeballs. My mother could talk all night and still not say a thing.
  


  
    She reached out to grab a loose thread hanging from my pajama sleeve. She twisted the thread around her finger, yanked. “So. How was it today?”
  


  
    “How was what?”
  


  
    “Group therapy.”
  


  
    “It’s called Group, Mom.”
  


  
    “Okay. How was Group?”
  


  
    “Fine.”
  


  
    “Did you find it helpful?”
  


  
    “Not particularly.”
  


  
    “Well, give it some time.”
  


  
    I didn’t say anything. I just kept looking at the ceiling, thinking about my stash in the closet, how it was getting low.
  


  
    I felt my mother shifting on the bed. I knew she wanted me to tell her I was fine. In her head she was probably saying, How did I get one normal daughter and one screwup?
  


  
    Well, guess what your screwup was doing while you were downstairs planning Ape Face’s fabulous writing career?
  


  
    “I need a blank book,” I said. “You know, a journal. For next Wednesday.”
  


  
    “Oh?” said my mother. I could hear a little smile in her voice. “You’ll be writing in Group? Great! We’ll pick one up this weekend.”
  


  
    Yippee.
  


  
    I felt her look at me, then away, then at me again.
  


  
    “What?” I said.
  


  
    “Nothing.”
  


  
    “What?”
  


  
    “Nothing, Isabelle,” she said. “It’s just . . . well, lots of girls your age begin worrying about their weight. When in fact it’s natural that their bodies start carrying extra fat.”
  


  
    “Whatever,” I said. It gave me the creeps the way she said that. Carrying extra fat. Like I had a backpack full of butter instead of books.
  


  
    “Anyway,” Mom continued, “if you’re worried about it, how about trying to eat more fruits and veggies? Less junk? We could probably all do to cut back on our calories around here, eat some healthier meals.” She patted her stomach and smiled. “Your mother included.”
  


  
    I looked at her, raised an eyebrow.
  


  
    “There are much less dangerous ways to lose weight than making yourself throw up, Isabelle. How does that sound? We could do it together. Okay?”
  


  
    I knew she wanted me to say okay more than anything. It didn’t even matter if the okay was a lie.
  


  
    I didn’t say anything.
  


  
    “Isabelle? Please. I want to help.”
  


  
    “Um . . . ,” I said, like I was thinking it over. “Sure.”
  


  
    “Great! I’ll do the grocery shopping tomorrow. I’ll go to Whole Foods, even.”
  


  
    “Great,” I said, feeling terrible.
  


  
    When she leaned over to kiss me goodnight I held my breath. Even though I’d brushed my teeth twice and rinsed with mouthwash, I didn’t want her to smell what I’d done.
  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    In the middle of the night, I woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep. This happens a lot but it’s worst when I can hear Mom. Most of the time I just put my pillow over my head and hum for a while to drown her out. This time I went and stood in the hallway outside her bedroom. The light from the crack under the door made a long, skinny rectangle on the wood floor, covering the tips of my toes.
  


  
    She was crying. Not loud, but loud enough. And she was saying his name, over and over again, the way she always does when she thinks we can’t hear her. Jay. Oh, Jacob. Oh, Jay.
  


  
    I waited outside the door for her to stop crying. But she didn’t.
  


  
    “Mom?” I whispered. “Mommy? . . . Are you okay?”
  


  
    She didn’t answer, but I know she heard me. I know because the light went out right away, and everything was silent.
  


  
    “Mom?”
  


  
    I waited a while longer. I waited even though I knew she wouldn’t answer, no matter how long I stood there.
  


  
    Finally I left. I didn’t even try to be quiet. I didn’t tip-toe, I walked like a normal person down the hall, down the stairs, across the living room to the kitchen, and across the kitchen to the refrigerator.
  


  
    Bread and butter, pasta salad, string cheese, strawberry yogurt, applesauce, more bread and butter, cold leftover pizza, olives, peanut butter straight out of the jar. I ate until my cheeks hurt, until the skin of my belly was stretched tight like a drum. Then I opened a brand-new carton of orange juice and drank the entire thing, standing up. Orange juice ran down my chin and onto the front of my nightgown. It dripped onto my bare feet. Every swallow hurt, but I didn’t care. After a while, it almost feels good, the hurting.
  


  
    The first time it happened was the day of Daddy’s funeral. Our house was full of strangers, all of them patting my head, talking in whispers. Every so often my mother would come over to me and April and squeeze the breath out of us with her hugs. “Don’t cry,” she kept saying. “We will none of us cry.” Finally some lady I didn’t know came up to me with a plate and said, “Here you go, honey. Try to eat a little something.” So I did. I ate cold cuts and salads and fancy cookies. I ate a whole pile of brownies. Whatever I wanted I ate. I ate until it hurt to stand up. Finally I went into the bathroom and puked three times.
  


  
    The first time is hard because you don’t know what you’re doing. Now, in the middle of the night, it’s simple.
  


  
    I stood over the kitchen sink with my fingers down my throat, watching everything come back up. Afterward I went over to Daddy’s old chair. I picked up the big pile of papers sitting there. I walked them into my mother’s study and dropped them on top of her desk, where they belonged.
  


  
    But I didn’t cry. Not once.
  

  


End of sample
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