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For my beautiful cousin Rachael





“Well, Joe,” said the trembling old lady. “I’m sure I have been a good mistress to you, Joe. You have invariably been treated very kindly. You have never had too much to do; and you have always had enough to eat.”

This last was an appeal to the fat boy’s most sensitive feelings. He seemed touched, as he replied emphatically— “I knows I has.”

“Then what can you want to do now?” said the old lady, gaining courage.

“I wants to make your flesh creep,” replied the boy.

—Charles Dickens, The Pickwick Papers







PROLOGUE

He’s full, but the Hunger remains. Always. The need to gorge, as sharp and primal as fear. A rampant desire that only the threat of sickness can sate.

He’s sick all right. Will he remember this when he wakes up in the morning, or just know from the scales of blood crusted around his mouth that he feasted like a king?

He hovers over the body laid out on the floor in an expanding pool of inky red: the splayed limbs, the naked chest pocked with meaty divots, the charcoal gaze slanting out of the broken head. If you didn’t know better, you might think the man was contemplating the popcorn ceiling, wondering what it would cost to hire someone to bring it up-to-date.

The eater lowers himself to the carcass and inhales. The lingering body odor strengthens his Hunger. His lips part, baring slick, ready teeth.

The muscled shoulder, gym-honed as if for this purpose, puts up a fight against his bite and comes away with a ragged, snapping tear.

He chucks it back, champing like a dog with a chicken wing, mashes the sinew between his molars. There’s not much flavor—bland and easy, slightly sweet. The coppery tang of its juices overwhelms.

They dribble down his chin, tickling, staining his shirt. Dragging a hand across his mouth, he leaves a glistening red smear.

He gets up to grab a napkin from the kitchen. Paper towel, something. Despite what they say, he’s no animal. At least no more than anyone else.

Everybody has to eat.

Some bodies are just a little bit hungrier.
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11093 Torreyana Road, San Diego, CA 92121

October 15, 2024

Don Levy, MD, PhD, Director

U.S. Food and Drug Administration Center for Drug Evaluation and Research

5901-B Ammendale Rd.

Beltsville, MD 20705

Subject: Abbreviated New Drug Application #407073

Dear Dr. Levy,

I am writing in response to your letter dated October 2, 2024, in which the FDA declined approval to market our transformational new weight loss product, ephaloma-copiramate. With all due respect, I am astounded and disturbed by your department’s decision and the impact it may have on the well-being of this great nation.

As you are no doubt aware, more than 42 percent of the U.S. population is afflicted with obesity. The obese and their host of chronic illnesses—from high blood pressure to type 2 diabetes, coronary heart disease, and cancer—cost this country $173 billion annually. The obese demand more frequent and intensive medical attention than their normal-sized counterparts, threatening the ability of everyday Americans to access necessary care; and the strenuous act of moving, lifting, and rolling them puts healthcare workers—78 percent of whom are women—at unconscionable physical risk.

Obesity epidemic be damned. Our country is entering the fourth decade of a war on fat, and we are losing. Years of education on nutritious eating and healthy active lifestyles have failed to penetrate the bulging layers of ignorance, denial, and inertia swallowing up our common sense. The obese masses have proven themselves incapable of lifting themselves out of their physical and rational decline when doing so demands prolonged effort and sacrifice. Something must be done to help them—help all of us—pave the way to a healthier, happier country.

With ephaloma-copiramate, Monstera BioSciences has done just that. Not since Pfizer and BioNTech manufactured the first Covid vaccine has a pharmaceutical product had the potential to annihilate such a nasty and virulent pestilence. We at Monstera BioSciences are blazing the trail into a future unburdened by the ugly consequences of immoderation. With this product, we have the ability to eradicate obesity forever.

I understand the FDA has concerns about the safety of the product as a result of the disturbing situation regarding clinical trial participant no. 82941, whose acquired taste for human flesh made national headlines last year. Although we take these concerns extremely seriously, we can assure you that the alleged “dangerous side effects” observed in the course of the patient’s treatment were wholly unrelated to the product being trialed.

To prove this, we have contracted Prentice & Darrow LLP, an independent firm specializing in impartial liability inquiries, to conduct a thorough investigation into the alleged unintended impacts of ephaloma-copiramate. Through interviews with the participant’s friends and family, along with careful review of the patient’s online writings, personal health journals, and other evidence, this investigation will prove that the participant was deeply disordered and morally compromised long before the start of the trial, and that the violent deaths reported in the media have no bearing on the safety of this lifesaving product.

I look forward to presenting the investigators’ full findings as part of our formal appeal. I have no doubt it will alter your thinking on this matter.

Whether in a year, a decade, or a century, we will overturn CDER’s decision.

We must, for the greatest health and happiness of the country.

Sincerely,

Cecil H. Smith, PhD

Founder & Chief Science Officer






CHAPTER 1

Emmett’s heart thudded as he stood before the vending machine, scanning the rows of chips and chocolate held captive behind their black metal rings. Come on, come on, just pick something, he thought. The break room was empty, but it wouldn’t stay that way long. He had only moments, seconds maybe, before someone came in and caught him at it, before the warm flush of comfort he’d been craving all morning was dampened by the cold deluge of shame that came with being caught.

Hearing footsteps down the hall, he panicked and punched in the code for a bag of baked chips, the least satisfying of all possible choices.

Fuck.

As the ring swirled, pushing his selection to the edge of the shelf, Emmett could no longer avoid his reflection in the glass. In the mirror at home he almost passed for unremarkable, but set against the backdrop of the outside world, there was no getting around it—around him. His five-foot-eleven frame; his hair, neon pink fading to ash brown, framing the exaggerated circularity of his face; the bulging chest beneath his scarlet parachute of a tee.

Emmett Truesdale had never been bigger, but in some ways he hadn’t changed at all. Even at the age of five or six, growing up on the northern fringes of his Southern California community, he’d daydreamed of taking a knife and shearing the fat off his body. He’d fantasized about being impaled with tubes and having the excess sucked out of him, being pricked with needles and drained like a blister. His sides had been a particular heartache, the way the flesh, bypassing his relatively flat stomach, collected like meaty saddlebags beside and behind him. His chest too—his “boobs” as his brother called them, before his hand darted out to squeeze and twist.

Imaginative Emmett had sat for hours on the toilet, Mickey Mouse undies looped around his ankles, awash in the fantasy of a procedure, medicine, or enchantment that would allow him to absorb the fat back into his digestive tract and purge it into the bowl with a plop. Never once had he blown out his birthday candles or glimpsed a star arcing across the night sky without wringing the words through his mind: I wish I was thin.

“Hey.” His coworker Jazz came in, burgundy polo snug against her slender frame, with a Frappuccino and half a dozen paper Starbucks sleeves. “Got muffins. They were getting rid of them.” She dumped them onto the table as she sat, not even taking one for herself.

Emmett reached down for his chips, his stomach screaming. “I’m good.”

He could barely keep his eyes off the muffins as he returned to the table. But now that he had company, he was glad he’d chosen something with a sheen of healthfulness.

Jazz had taken the good side of the table, the side closest to and facing the wall, so Emmett grabbed a seat on the opposite side. He flattened his shirt over his butt crack before he sat, ensuring it wouldn’t show through the gap in the back of the chair.

It was among the greatest frustrations of Emmett’s body that clothes didn’t fit it. Most stores didn’t even carry his size now that he was a 4XL, but even made-to-measure garments rejected his physique. In his twenty-eight years he had yet to meet a tailor who could jury-rig a pant to stay up on his so-called waist, the downward slide of flesh formed between his expansive sides and the bottom of his lumpy pancake of an ass. Even when belted tightly enough to induce necrosis, pants barely stayed up a minute or two before inching down past his crack. He’d grown used to feeling it peeking out above his waistband all day, safely concealed under the untucked back of his shirt as long as he could avoid reaching up, bending down, or, ideally, moving at all.

As he and Jazz retreated into the silence of their phones, Emmett salivated over intrusive thoughts of blueberry and cinnamon sugar and began to cycle through his usual apps: email (junk), Pokémon GO (caught ’em all), Instagram (barely a like on his morning post). As he swiped through his stories—photos of ripped shirtless OnlyFans models, his brother’s kids, his mom’s morning latte—he came across an ad and paused.

The promoted story was bright, sleekly designed, and showed two versions of the same face, one morphing into the other. On the left side the woman was heavy and hangdog; on the right, thin, radiant, smiling, as if she’d shed a gray and dying blubber to reveal fresh, thriving skin underneath.

Groundbreaking weight loss clinical trial, read the accompanying text. Generous compensation provided.

Swipe up to learn more.

Emmett experienced an impulsive tug at the top of his abdomen like the one compelling him to reach for a muffin. Too late—the story elapsed while he was still taking it in.

He continued through his friends’ posts, or tried to, liking and commenting on almost every one. But despite his best efforts, he couldn’t get the ad out of his head. He backtracked to find it again. Grew desperate when it eluded him.

It wasn’t just that Emmett presently found himself at his highest-ever weight—somewhere in the high 310s, he guessed, having avoided the scale since the catastrophic collapse of his New Year’s resolution diet in the second week of January. It wasn’t just that “beach body season” was fast approaching, a meaningless weight loss industry scare tactic that nevertheless occupied more space in his mind than most actual holidays. It wasn’t just that he hadn’t had a proper boyfriend since college, surviving instead on periodic Grindr hookups that left him feeling more grotesque and disposable than the loneliness did. Or that he feared he’d already ruined his life with some as yet undiagnosed health disaster and would probably drop dead any moment of a heart attack or stroke, his lifeless body undulating across the floor, crack exposed, his fat laid bare for the whole world to see.

As much as any of that, he could really fucking use the cash.

His fifteen-minute break over, Emmett said goodbye to Jazz and resumed his post at the guest services desk. It was a typical weekday at Target. Traffic picked up around 11 a.m., and by lunchtime the line of customers waiting to collect online purchases was halfway to Bullseye’s Playground. There were issues with several orders, forcing Emmett to make hurried, out-of-breath trips back and forth across the store in search of this video game or that floor lamp—no, not the black one, the gold. A woman accused him of lying about the price of an air fryer and demanded to see his supervisor. A man insulted Emmett’s hair because the store’s AC wasn’t working.

Emmett clocked in and out for lunch but worked through, skipping his afternoon break so his coworker could leave early for an appointment. The appearance of an adorable five-year-old in a Pikachu costume brought him his only genuine smile of the day, before the child pointed up at the sweat patches under Emmett’s arms and squealed, “Ew. Fat boy stinks!”

Checkout was short-staffed, so for the final leg of his nine-hour shift Emmett was asked to fill in. His feet ached, arches throbbing. Or was it more of a prickle? He’d heard numbness in the feet was an early warning sign of diabetes. Could feet ache and be numb at the same time?

It was probably nothing, but he ought to get blood work done just to be safe. The thought filled him with dread. Unfortunately, safe was not a word he associated with the doctor’s office.

In between customers he switched to a register equipped with a stool for an off-duty cashier with a broken foot. He pulled the seat up to the counter and perched against it, his feet still throbbing as he scanned the next customer’s purchases.

A throb—definitely not a prickle.



Emmett was finally clocking out for the day when a voice spoke behind him. “Hey, Emmett, how’s it going?”

Emmett jumped. It was the store manager, Ricardo, aka Rick the Prick, a goateed goblin of a man who lorded his authority over the hourly staff like a good-humored king in a Haggar brand suit jacket.

“Hey, Rick,” Emmett said. “Scared me.”

“Sorry, didn’t mean to give you a heart attack. That’s the last thing you need, eh? Ha! Say, would you mind stepping into my office?”

“Uh—” Emmett was already clocked out.

“It’ll be quick.”

He followed Rick to his office with a crawling feeling in his chest. Had he done something wrong? Was he being fired? He admitted his performance wasn’t what it used to be. After all these years without a promotion, he didn’t see the point of going above and beyond anymore.

The room was square and windowless, the red walls clashing with Rick’s collection of framed Padres jerseys. “Can you get the door?”

“Everything okay?”

“Nothing to worry about. Just want a quick word.”

They sat facing each other across the desk. Bobbleheaded baseballers nodded down at Emmett from the hutch, men he couldn’t have named for all the cash in the store. It was a long time ago now that his dad had taken him to Qualcomm Stadium to see the Padres play, back when Emmett was still trying to care about things his father approved of. The games ran together in his mind now: the same nine innings of boredom punctuated by a steady stream of all-beef hot dogs, unshelled peanuts, and ice cream.

“Say, Emmett, I got some feedback from one or two of your team members and I just thought you’d want to know.”

“Feedback?”

“Probably just a misunderstanding. A couple people mentioned you were sitting at your check stand this afternoon. Actually, I happened to notice that too.”

Rick was always doing this, using “feedback” as a cover for what were clearly his own opinions. Had anyone even said anything? Emmett bristled, knowing they likely had.

“Maybe you didn’t realize, but that stool’s for Josie to use while her foot heals.”

“Josie finished at three.”

“Right, of course. I wasn’t suggesting…” Rick rephrased: “It’s just that I think a couple people were a little… I mean, everyone would love to sit back and relax, wouldn’t they?”

“I wasn’t relaxing. I was working.”

“But working hard or…?”

The blood rushed to Emmett’s cheeks, his outrage squishy and tender.

“Look,” Rick said with a magnanimous smile, “if you say you were working, I believe it. I just wanted you to know how this kind of thing might look. No one wants to see a teammate sitting down on the job. Literally!” He barked out a laugh.

“Was there anything else?”

“No, no.”

Emmett rose, feeling his crack inching above his sagging belt. He resisted the urge to hike up his pants; in front of Rick, it would feel like defeat.

He opened the door.

“Actually, there was one other thing now I think about it. Someone made a comment—and I know the AC wasn’t working up front and it can get kind of sweaty.”

Emmett’s stomach dropped. Please don’t say it.

“Just maybe think about putting on an extra lick of deodorant in the morning, huh, buddy?”

A pair of teenage associates stopped in the hall as they were passing, their eyes flicking over Emmett’s body.

Spluttering into their hands, they hurried on.

Emmett felt the prickle return, this time hot behind his eyes.



Emmett had his phone out as he got into his car and started the ignition. The AC was broken here too—he couldn’t afford to get it fixed now that his rent had gone up—so he rolled down the windows to get a breeze through while he sat flipping through his stories. Not idly this time, but with intention. Where is it?

He fretted that it had gone, that he’d missed his chance.

A knot of tension loosened in his chest as he found it. Or rather, it found him.

The model gazed up at him with two pairs of eyes, one sad, the other sparkling out rays of inner joy. As his thumb hovered over the words learn more, Emmett wrestled with his better judgment.

He wasn’t dumb enough to be fooled by this. She was obviously Photoshopped, barely even real. This “groundbreaking” weight loss treatment probably wasn’t real either.

But the sick feeling tugging down on his heart, that was real.

The never-ending humiliation and degradation, that was real.

The feeling of being trapped inside his own body, inside his own life: that was as real as it fucking came.

Other than the obvious, what did he have to lose?




Investigative Report Prepared for Monstera BioSciences

BY PRENTICE & DARROW LLP

Excerpt from “Part 1: Background” (pp. 18–19)

In early 2018, five years prior to the commencement of Monstera’s Phase II clinical trial, participant no. 82941 launched a weblog titled The Messy Adventures of Emmett Truesdale. He posted more than thirty entries in the space of eighteen months, at first weekly, then dropping to twice monthly over the summer. New posts were increasingly sporadic thereafter.

The blog fell dormant in 2020 before being resurrected in late 2022 as The True Me. The goal of the rebranded site, according to its author, was:


To pull back the curtain on my weight loss journey. To share the good, the bad, and the ugly of getting fit and finding myself. To hold myself accountable, even when my stomach is screaming at me for an In-N-Out Double-Double and fries!!! Most importantly, to peel back the layers of shame, disordered eating, and—yes—FAT, that have been holding me back my entire life.

In other words, to finally expose the person underneath all that extra weight. The real Emmett Truesdale—the “true” me.



A number of the participant’s own blog posts have been provided as appendices to this report as evidence of the facts stated herein.





Appendix A—Blog Post

What Am I Doing with My Life; or, Right Off Target

By: Emmett Truesdale

Published: Feb. 13, 2023

Call me crazy, but I never imagined that I’d be using my master’s degree in education to teach people the benefits of signing up for a Target RedCard. Like many of my millennial generation, I was raised to believe that having done all the “right things” according to society—applied myself in school, gotten my degree, worked hard throughout my twenties—I would eventually be released from this poverty-wage, essential-worker purgatory to the celestial climes of financial competence.

Okay, boomer.

Last month I turned twenty-eight—that’s TWO. EIGHT.—and I’m no closer to being able to afford my own apartment than to convincing Harry Styles to run away with me to a remote island off the coast of Ireland to share a quiet life raising miniature horses and obliterating each other’s buttholes nightly. My clothes are rags. My 2008 Ford Taurus is practically in hospice. The check-engine light has been on so long that the little icon has seared into my retinas. Every time my car makes a weird noise, I’m convinced it’s muttering judgments on my poor life choices. “Another seven-dollar iced latte?” it says. “I don’t have air-conditioning, you fat son of a bitch!”

Not that I ever expected to be rich. For the longest time my dream was to be a teacher. Helping people expand their view of the world and themselves through education is something I’ve always been passionate about. So after majoring in social science at San Diego State University, I ended up going back for my MA with the goal of teaching middle school social studies. What was I thinking? [image: Emoji: Man facepalming.]

Denied financial assistance because of my family income—to which I of course had no access, my parents having decided they’d “done enough” by throwing a few thousand dollars a year toward my undergraduate studies—I took out another loan, and even then I only survived by taking up residence in the tiny second bedroom of my mom’s condo in Little Italy.

The property, purchased with the settlement from Mom’s second divorce, was a kooky homage to her proud Sicilian heritage, stuffed with antique furniture, framed paintings of mustached chefs in white jackets, and a daily influx of artisan olive oils, breads, and pastas. The woman kept so much food in the house that it burst out of the kitchen cabinets, spilling luxuriantly over the faux-granite counters. I could barely turn around without sending a baguette flying into the dog’s water bowl.

Don’t get me wrong. I love my mom—seriously, she’s the best. Loving and caring and always the first person to help. We’ve always had a special relationship. Even when the whole world seems to think I’m a pile of crap, Mom is always there with unconditional love and support.

She often tells the story of how after I was born she took me to meet my uncle Gene and aunt Laura, and after ten minutes in my company, Uncle Gene delivered, in his cartoonish New York accent, the now-iconic line “There’s somethin’ special about that boy!” It’s since become a kind of shorthand between Mom and me. Whenever she’s feeling particularly proud or sentimental, she’ll do her Uncle Gene voice and it never fails to cheer me up.

Still, living with her in my twenties wasn’t the life I’d imagined. The apartment was overstuffed with furniture and pets. Mom’s lifestyle was chaotic, borderline nomadic, with her constantly leaving town to visit her sisters and long-distance boyfriend, Hal. But more than anything I longed for the day I could detach from her obligatory generosity, strike out from the suffocating muchness of her small life, and carve out a space in the world all my own.

In some ways, it felt like a pipe dream. The housing crisis only seemed to be getting worse. I would struggle to afford rent on even the cheapest apartment.

And yet I was forced to do just that when, in typical Mom style, she announced that she was selling the condo and moving to Las Vegas to marry Hal, whom my siblings and I had barely met.

I flew into a panic, not knowing where I was going to live. I couldn’t stay with my dad, who’d retired to Cabo San Lucas during Covid (nice for him [image: Emoji: Unamused face.]), and no offers of assistance were forthcoming from my older siblings, despite both of them having plenty of space [image: Emoji: Unamused face.] [image: Emoji: Unamused face.]. With nowhere to go, I’d have to scrape together an extra $1,250 a month to sublet a room in a stranger’s dump of an apartment, which meant I’d need to get a job. I know, I know, I should’ve already had one—because in this country it’s not enough to get an education; apparently one has to suffer for it too [image: Emoji: Unamused face.] [image: Emoji: Unamused face.] [image: Emoji: Unamused face.].

In a moment of desperation I applied for a job as a part-time “customer advocate” at Target (cue torrential barfing). The store was close by, it paid above minimum wage, and, like of course, Target was my happy place (note the use of the past tense there [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face.]).

Anyway, I got the job and promised myself I’d be out of there as soon as I secured a full-time teaching position. Six months tops.

**Slams head repeatedly on the desk**

Suffice it to say, that day hasn’t come.

I’m going to tell you what happened, but honestly part of me is dreading it. The last thing I want to do is reinforce the stereotype that fat people are “quitters” who don’t work hard or see things through. But on this occasion, I did give up, and I’m still wondering if it was the right choice.

All right, here goes.

In order to earn a California teaching credential, you have to complete five years of higher education and six hundred hours of unpaid student teaching—one of the highest requirements for teachers in the country. My student-teaching schedule was eight to four, five days a week, but I still had to pay my way, so I fit it in around a full-time load of evening and weekend shifts at the store.

My first semester, at a high school on the southside, wasn’t so bad. Though I looked and lived differently than most of the sophomores in my class, the kids were great and my cooperating teacher even better, providing a ton of resources and guidance, and helping to manage the students who acted up.

The trouble started on my second assignment, teaching social studies at an upper-crust middle school in La Jolla. Joining a class in the second semester is always harder, because you’re interrupting the class’s established routine. In my case, I had the added disadvantage of following Mr. Jeffries, a hunky former college football star with a sizable TikTok following, which blew up even more after he started posting funny videos inspired by his student-teaching experience. He was beloved, and I could tell from day one—in fact, the moment those kids laid eyes on me—that I was like a bag of Taco Bell Cinnamon Twists at the end of a Michelin-star meal. (For the record, I fucking love those Twists.)

“You look kind of like Mr. Jeffries, but like the before in a before-and-after picture,” one kid blurted out, and the whole class laughed.

I brushed it off. If you want to do this job, I told myself, you’re gonna have to learn to take a joke.

These random outbursts of mockery, I soon realized, were relatively harmless. Those students—in many cases, the less academically inclined of the class—were just saying stuff as it occurred to them rather than being intentionally malicious. It was the more intelligent kids who got under my skin, because I could tell they were going out of their way to hurt me.

There was one boy in particular—for the sake of this story let’s call him Tentacruel (that one’s for all you Pokémon fans [image: Emoji: Winking face with tongue.]). Tentacruel would sit at the back of the class, often with his feet on the desk. He wasn’t a hard worker but was naturally gifted, doing no work and acing every test and quiz. He had a certain talent for pinpointing my shortcomings and insecurities and calling them out in front of the class—making fun of my Target-brand clothes and how they fit, humiliating me when I accidentally misspelled a word on the whiteboard. “What, does San Diego State not teach spelling?” he jeered.

What made it harder was that my cooperating teacher this time around just sat back. No guidance or support, never helped keep Tentacruel or his friends in check, and if I tried to kick them out of class and they refused, she’d just shrug at me as if to say, What do you want me to do about it? I just work here.

Fortunately, not all the kids were that bad. In fact, some were pretty great. For example, there was one kid—let’s call him Oddish—whom I liked a lot. He was smart, quiet, and had this dark sense of humor I loved. Carrying a few extra pounds himself, he reminded me so much of myself at that age, and I couldn’t help but be fond of him.

Once in a while he’d stay in at lunchtime and we’d talk until the bell rang. About his home life, school, the life he wanted to have one day. Funny as he was, there was a sadness about him that I understood all too well. I opened up about how in sixth grade Sean Davis and Reece Papadatos used to terrorize me about my weight, pelting me with French fries as I ate lunch, convincing half the class to call me Titty Truesdale. Knowing who his classmates were, I thought Oddish might’ve been bullied himself and it might help him to know he wasn’t alone, that there was at least one adult in his life who understood.

He started staying in at lunch more often. He was nervous because there was a big test coming up and he was struggling to remember the finer differences between the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. I created flash cards and we ran through them daily. He memorized all of them and scored a 97 percent, the highest score in the class, even higher than Tentacruel. I was so proud of him, and even better, he was proud of himself. I thought, THIS is why I love teaching.

Then one day as I entered the room, I saw him gesturing to a couple of his classmates, inflating his cheeks and cupping imaginary breasts. They went silent as soon as they saw me but kept laughing behind their hands. Was Oddish making fun of me?

I let it go; I was already at my wit’s end after Tentacruel and his friends had upped the ante on their cruelty. Like their classmates, they were each given a Chromebook to work on, which it was my job to monitor. I could see what the kids were searching in Google, and Tentacruel apparently thought that was a great way to send veiled messages directly to me.

Why is Mr. Truesdale so fat?

Did Mr. Truesdale eat his last class and that’s why he’s such a blimp?

Why is Mr. Truesdale so bad at teaching?

When is Mr. Truesdale going to give up already?

On top of that, the stress of my life outside the classroom was starting to get to me. I was working close to seventy hours a week, not including the time I spent grading assignments and lesson planning. I was barely surviving financially, even before my car decided it needed a new transmission and brakes. I was gaining weight like crazy because of the stress of it all, and the worst part was that no one seemed to be happy with me. The kids hated me. The store resented my lack of daytime availability. And I kept receiving weird feedback from the administration about my “lack of energy in the classroom” and “untidy appearance.”

By this point, I was seriously beginning to doubt my career choice, and Oddish was the only thing making any of it bearable. So I gave him the benefit of the doubt.

Then one day as I was monitoring the class’s Chromebook activity, I saw something I wasn’t supposed to. Banned from using their phones, some students thought they were being clever by using a shared Google Doc to chat back and forth. I thought I’d be clever back by opening the document and messaging them to start paying attention, and that’s when I saw it.

I fucking hate Titty Truesdale, someone had written. He’s so fat and gross.

We need to get him fired. Quick, say he touched your junk [image: Emoji: Rolling on the floor laughing.]

“Miss, can I be excused from class? Titty Truesdale tickled my big ol tiddies!”

Say he stole and ate your lunch. That’s more believable.

Titty Truesdale, I can’t believe he admitted that was his nickname!!!

It’s true! He told me during lunch. He always wants me to stay in and hang out with him. It’s so weird.

God, he’s such a disgusting pig.

Of course, I did what any self-respecting professional would do: I quietly closed the Chromebook, retreated to the staff bathroom, and burst into tears—not my finest moment, I admit.

Believe it or not, I don’t blame Oddish. He was probably just trying to fit in. But his betrayal, on top of everything else, broke me. I couldn’t fathom doing this every day for the rest of my life, standing up in front of a roomful of preteens, opening myself up to their judgment and ridicule. It had taken me years to get over the bullying I experienced in middle school, on campus and at home, and I didn’t see how I could go on without sacrificing my mental health.

I decided it wasn’t worth it for the crappy pay and long hours I knew awaited me. The only dream I’d ever had—at least, the only one I might realistically be able to achieve—was over. The owner of a useless advanced degree and $20,000 in debt, I called the school and told them I wasn’t coming back. It was the hardest decision I’ve ever made, one I still feel guilty about to this day.

If I were thin, would I feel so ashamed of calling it quits? Or would I just chalk it up as a learning experience, count myself lucky for not wasting years of my life doing something I hated?

Either way, my goal now is to find a different path into education. For the last four years I’ve volunteered with various groups, and six months ago I found my perfect fit with Future Makers, a local organization that provides tutoring, mentorship, and college-application assistance to disadvantaged youth to help them become first-generation college students. I LOVE it! As a volunteer tutor I get my fix of shaping young minds without the pressure of having to stand at the front of a classroom every day. I’m more like a big brother to my tutees than a teacher. They care what I think far more than how I look.

Ideally, I’d love to work somewhere like Future Makers full-time and get paid for it, but after years of searching and applying for jobs, nothing has worked out. The only positions that pay a decent wage—manager and director roles mostly—require more experience than I can reasonably claim, and with rents rising something like 10 percent a year, I can’t afford to take a pay cut and make the jump.

And so here I am at Target five years later, watching my coworkers earn raises, awards, and promotions while the store manager rewards my loyalty by suggesting I “might enjoy a more back-of-house role—say, security, or nighttime stocking.”

Fuck off, Rick, I’m a people person, I don’t want to stock shelves!!!

No advancement. Shitty benefits. Not even a boyfriend to come home to at the end of the day. My life getting ever smaller while I only seem to get bigger.

But I still have hope. 2023 is going to be my year, I can feel it.

Until then, I’ll take a venti caramel iced latte with oat milk, extra whip.






CHAPTER 2

The dogs greeted Emmett at the door. Tubbs, Lizette’s black Frenchie, scratched at his knees and snorted. Bella’s floppy ears flapped as she pogoed. Emmett bent down to rub them hello, speaking in his best doggish accent. He knew he shouldn’t, that he was only reinforcing the bad behavior, but at the end of the workday only two things could make him feel human again, and the dogs’ unconditional welcome was a very close second.

“Ouch, okay, you’re hurting.” He pushed them gently off and stepped inside. Their noses followed, sniffing at the takeout bag dangling from his hand.

Lizette was in her room, cutting a pattern out of beachy chiffon to match the garment draped in muslin on the full-figured dress form. It was the larger of the apartment’s two bedrooms but too small by half given its side hustle as the main production, distribution, and operations center for her extended-size clothing brand, GORDITA.

Two years in, Lizette had amassed a growing cult following on Instagram. Sales were up but not yet profitable enough for her to quit her barista gig and go full-time. For that she needed to get her stuff into stores, but despite the demonstrated demand, the local boutiques were hesitant to stock larger sizes in sufficient quantities, offering helpful feedback such as “We have more of an upmarket vibe” and “You could probably make a killing at the swap meet!”

Emmett stuck his head into her room and called dinner.

“Thank fuck,” Lizette said.

All four of them gathered on the couch. Emmett put on Friends, their current dinner show, and unloaded the food onto the coffee table: a thirty-dollar feast from Cotija’s Cocina Mexicana, the taco shop where they ate at least three times a week.

The polystyrene container released a breath of steam as Emmett lifted the lid on his carne asada fries, loaded with melted cheese, refried beans, sour cream, and guacamole, four plastic, lidded cups of hot sauce at the ready. Lizette had taken her usual bean and cheese burrito and chicken rolled tacos with guac, knowing Emmett could be counted on to polish off what she couldn’t.

From the first bite, the tension of the day ebbed from his body. The echo of his coworkers’ gossip and spluttering faces faded in the dopamine glow of his fullness. He ate until he could eat no more, then sat back, slightly sick, stroking Bella beside him.

He still remembered rescuing the chihuahua-spaniel mix as a puppy from an adoption event outside Petco. “You’re gonna have to walk her,” the adoption coordinator had said as Emmett filled out the paperwork.

“Yep.”

“But I mean every day. It’s really important.”

If it had also been “really important” for the average-weight family adopting a Lab as a companion for their three-year-old son, she apparently hadn’t felt the need to remind them. “I get it,” Emmett had said curtly.

The woman had the nerve to act offended. “I’m just saying…”

“Oh, fuck off,” Lizette shouted at the TV, snapping Emmett out of his reverie. “She’s not even that big.”

The episode was “The One That Could Have Been,” reimagining the friends’ lives had they taken different paths. Monica’s hypothetical error was that she was still as fat as she’d been in her teens and therefore could do nothing but obsess over Kit Kats, Rice Krispies Treats, and full-fat mayonnaise. Every other aspect of her personality—her obsessive cleanliness, her competitive streak, her mother hen persona—suffocated beneath the weight of her bodysuit.

Emmett excused the show for being twenty years old, but even he felt uncomfortable. He’d watched devotedly with his mom when he was a kid and, it was true, he remembered Fat Monica being much larger. Maybe it was the way her friends mocked her and everyone agreed that no normal man could love her this way that made him remember her bigger—almost as big as he was now.

“We might need a new show,” Lizette said as the credits rolled twenty minutes later, Fat Monica dancing idiotically while stuffing her face with a bagel, then collapsing on the coffee table, panting like a dog. “I don’t know if I can keep watching this shit.”

“That was pretty bad,” Emmett agreed. There was no point denying it, especially to Lizette.

Even in elementary school, Lizette Castillo had been the poster child for body positivity. As loud and brazen as her best friend was reserved, she never missed an opportunity to step into the spotlight. There was no lead role for which she would not volunteer, no insult that could pierce her confidence. Now twenty-nine and a size twenty-four, Lizette was the kind of woman others called “big and beautiful,” unapologetic in her fuck-it attitude toward life. Her clothes, like the ones she designed for GORDITA, were splashy, colorful, and skin-baring (either midriff or cleavage—she wasn’t a total prostituta). She showed off her tattoos with pride, even the cascade of oversize roses down her back, which they both agreed had been a mistake. She never underordered or hesitated to clear her plate at a restaurant. She refused to make herself small in public spaces. While Emmett often felt too big for the world, Lizette lived as if it were the world that wasn’t the right size.

She had long attempted to persuade Emmett to her worldview. Fat-shaming was so two-thousand-and-late. It was high time he accepted himself and embraced his fat body as an integral, natural, and beautiful part of him.

He wished it were only that easy, but his feelings about the body positivity movement were complicated. It was one thing, he felt, to ask society to make room for fat people, to treat them with as much compassion and respect as anyone else. But the movement as Emmett understood it wanted to take fat acceptance to a new level of delusion. He couldn’t help snorting at some of the stuff Lizette shared on social media—claims that, far from undesirable, to be fat was a good thing, a beautiful thing, a thing to be celebrated if not actively striven for, health concerns be damned.


I may be 355 lbs but I work out 6 days a week and can deadlift my weight. My doctor says I’m medically healthier than most of her thin patients. If you think fat = unhealthy, educate yourself. #FatAndFit



Okay, girl, but you still look like a pig in Fabletics, he’d think, then immediately want to kick himself in the balls. How was it that he could feel like “one of the girls” most of the time when his internal monologue was so fucking sexist? It said a lot that the voice shitting on women in his head wasn’t his dad’s, whose misogyny was primarily of the “bitches and whores” variety. It sounded far more like his mom’s, who had always told him he was perfect and had never, as far as Emmett could remember, not been on some kind of diet.

Lizette asked Emmett about work as they cleared up after dinner, and he told her about what had gone down in Rick’s office. She lost her shit so thoroughly the dogs ran under the table.

“That fucking hijo de puta goatee motherfucker.”

Emmett smiled, appreciative of the outrage Lizette seemed to possess in infinite quantities. She uncorked a bottle of cheap red. “Want some?”

“No thanks.” He filled a glass with ice water, feeling parched. Excessive thirst—another warning sign of diabetes.

Or that you’ve just demolished a metric ton of sodium, you fucking idiot.

“Anyway, there’s something else I need to tell you. Nothing bad,” he added as she met his eyes. In fact, it was bad—Lizette would think so, anyway—but he needed to her to know. More than that: he needed her permission. “Just something I saw on Instagram. An ad for this weight loss clinical trial.” Emmett pretended not to clock the disapproving lift of her penciled brow. “I clicked on it just to see what it’s about, and they’re looking for bigger people to participate. It seems legit, and there’s this information session coming up. I thought maybe we could—”

“We?”

“I don’t expect you to sign up. I just thought maybe you could come with me—”

“Jesus Christ, Emmettito. How many times do I have to tell you, you don’t need to lose weight.”

“I’m not happy, though!” He didn’t mean to say it like that, halfway to a shout. He sighed, checking his tone. “I’m not like you, okay? I’m never going to be happy like this. I just want to be—”

“If you even think the word normal—”

“I wasn’t—” He clenched his jaw. It was bad enough not being able to lose weight without his best friend making him feel guilty for even wanting to.

He headed for the door, then turned back so suddenly he splashed water over his hand. “Just remember, I didn’t agree with you driving down to Tijuana to get that ghetto, wannabe–Cardi B back tattoo. But when you said, ‘I don’t care, this is what I want to do anyway,’ I was there by your side the whole way.”

“Telling me I was a fucking idiot!”

“Yeah, well. That’s the job, bitch!”

Lizette rolled her eyes, smirking, and swigged her wine. “Fine. When is this session thing?”

“You’ll go?”

“To make sure they don’t fucking harvest your kidneys.”

Emmett wanted to hug her, but even by his best friend he didn’t love being touched. “I mean, that’s gotta be a couple of pounds right there, right?”

“Stop.”

“Maybe that’s the innovative new weight loss plan.”

“I am begging you to shut the fuck up.”





CHAPTER 3

The promoted story was posted under the account weightlossinnovations, the sympathetic face of the company that was running the clinical trial. Upon being directed to their website, Emmett understood why such a veneer was necessary.

“En route to Monstera BioSciences,” said the navigation system of Lizette’s SUV as she backed it out of the cramped assigned space.

“Monstera?” she erupted, shifting into drive. “Could it be any more fucking sinister?”

“So dramatic. Monstera is a plant. Your aunt Paola has like ten of them.”

“Paola is borderline psychotic, so what’s your point?”

“Okay.”

“I’m just saying, the vibes are bad. When this all goes south, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”



The Monstera BioSciences headquarters were a feat of modern architecture perched on the canyon side of the Torrey Preserve, a fortress of plate glass and pristine geometry reflecting the clarity of the California sky.

After explaining their purpose to the gate attendant, they parked in the underground lot and took the elevator up to the lobby level. 2,500 lbs max capacity, read a plaque below the button panel. Emmett automatically added his and Lizette’s weights in his head to be sure they wouldn’t send the carriage crashing down.

The doors whooshed open onto a lofty expanse of white walls and high-gloss concrete floors, a Frankenstein’s monster of modern art museum, office building, and Mormon temple.

The lobby’s sole concession to color seemed to be the reception desk’s emerald backdrop, a living wall of monstera boughs, fanning and supine, embellished with a tasteful profusion of palm fronds, ferns, and birds-of- paradise. They were so lush and eye-catching it took Emmett a moment to realize they were all fake.

“Good morning,” sang the smiling receptionist as he and Lizette approached, her eyes rising instantly to Emmett’s hair. “Love the neon.”

He absently scrunched a lock of blazing orange. “Did it last night.”

“It looks great!”

A hidden pocket of confidence burst warmly in Emmett’s chest. He’d never been brave enough to get inked, fearing how a tattoo might distort if he gained more weight, but he never tired of experimenting with his hair. A mane of poison green or electric blue, he found, conferred a feeling of armor-like protection; the wilder the color, the quicker the eye glanced off his body.

“Are you here for the Obexity session?”

“Obexity?” Lizette glanced at Emmett, skeptical.

“Sorry, is that the clinical trial?” he said.

“It is, yes. Just take the elevator up three more floors. Room 405.”

They returned to the elevator. “Still time to run,” Lizette said. This time they were joined by a couple of men in lab coats. Their presence prevented Emmett from replying that if he were inclined to run, he wouldn’t have needed the trial in the first place. He guessed the strangers’ weights and mentally summed them.

On the fourth floor they found a meeting space prepared with chairs facing a projection screen. It hardly registered in comparison to the view. Even as they signed in, their eyes strayed to the floor-to-ceiling windows.

A moment later they approached and stood before the large windows, gazing down into a vast canyon blanketed with sage scrub, wild and thorny and teeming with wildlife. “Look at that.” Lizette pointed out a coyote scavenging a carcass. “Cool.”

“Ew,” said Emmett queasily.

Nevertheless, the view demanded a selfie.

“Say self-loathing!” Lizette said.

When the seats began to fill, they peeled themselves away and squeezed into the second-to-last row. Despite the session’s target audience, the chairs were tiny and plastic with legs like toothpicks. “If I break this shit, that’s on them,” Lizette announced to the room. A couple of people laughed.

She sat, spilling over onto the chairs on each side. Emmett sat beside her, crossing his arms over his chest with his thighs pressed together.

He surveyed the room. The other attendees were diverse in age and ethnicity, most fat but not all; it was a rare weight loss program that wasn’t overrepresented with average-weight White women who hated themselves. At least he wasn’t the biggest person there. One man in the front row had to be pushing 450.

Emmett broke his gaze with a guilty reflux. Why did he always default to bitchiness and self-comparison? He had been that man. In most rooms he was that man. Cut the guy a break.

At half past nine, a nerdy-cute twentysomething appeared at the front of the room before the title slide of a PowerPoint: Obexity™—The Future of Weight Loss.

“Morning, everyone,” he said, winning no awards for enthusiasm. “I’m Blake, I’m an intern here at Monstera. Before we begin, we’ve got water, coffee, and fruit in the back—feel free to get up and help yourselves.”

“Fruit and water?” Lizette muttered. “That’s a hate crime.”

Emmett smirked as she squeezed out to make herself a plate.

“Restrooms are down the hall to your left,” continued Blake. “If there are no questions before we begin, I’m going to hand it over to our presenter, Dr. Saito.”

The crowd sent up a smattering of applause as a petite Asian woman approached the front of the room. She was in her mid-thirties, pretty, cheating her five-foot frame with thick wedges. Her black dress flattered her professionalism and shapely figure. She smiled at the carpet as she walked, a natural darkness showing at the roots of her tousled blond lob.

“Good morning, everyone,” she said, turning her smile upon the crowd with a double-handed wave. “Thank you so much for being here bright and early this morning. We couldn’t be more excited to tell you about our new weight loss miracle and how you can help make it available for millions of Americans—and make some money doing it. We like that, right?”

Emmett joined in the polite laughter, so instantly enamored with the presenter he hardly registered that Lizette had returned to his side.

Dr. Saito clasped her hands, crossing her ankles as she continued. “First of all, allow me to introduce myself.” The slide flicked over to a brief bio. “I’m Jennifer Saito—you can call me Jenni—director of product development here at Monstera. I’ve been with the company for about eight years, in PD for five. I oversee the development and manufacture of an exciting portfolio of pharma and therapeutic solutions and sometimes products that incorporate both—we’ll get to that shortly.”

The slide changed again. “Just a little bit about the company. Quick show of hands, how many of you have heard of Monstera BioSciences before today?”

A pair of hands inched up.

“Couple of you? I always like to ask that. Although you might not’ve heard of us, Monstera has been quietly revolutionizing the biopharmaceutical industry for over a decade. We’re a publicly traded company founded in 2011 focused on innovating solutions to overweight and obesity. If any of you have heard of the appetite suppressant ConsuMin—looks like a few of you know it—that was a Monstera product. We’re small compared to the Pfizers and AstraZenecas of the world, but for our size we’re in the top two percent by market cap. We’re a SoCal operation through and through, and we take our inspiration from the split-leaf philodendron Monstera deliciosa—a special favorite of our founder. It’s named for being abnormal, even ‘monstrous,’ but with a little TLC is capable of producing such sweet fruit.”

“This bitch did not,” Lizette said.

Don’t, Emmett mouthed.

The slide changed again, revealing a trademarked Obexity logo: simple, bright, colorful, with the telltale blandness of having been market tested to within an inch of its life.

“And now, the reason you’re all here. We’re excited to be seeking willing participants to trial our cutting-edge, multimodal weight loss product, Obexity, a first-of-its-kind gene therapy treatment paired with a new, specially formulated pharmaceutical known generically as ephaloma-copiramate, or EmaC-8 for short.”

“I’m sorry, your weight loss drug is called emaciate?” Lizette called out.

Emmett wanted to slide down his chair into a puddle of goo.

“EmaC-8,” Dr. Saito repeated without breaking her smile. She raised a French-tipped finger toward the screen, sounding out each syllable as she pointed. “E. Mack. Eight. Hope that helps.”

Emmett could feel Lizette’s anger radiating off her. “Bitch,” she muttered. “I know how to read. It fucking says emaciate…”

“Representing the marriage of these two groundbreaking treatments,” Dr. Saito continued, “Obexity is unlike any product currently available on the market. Rather than suppressing appetite, it’s designed to alter your genetic composition, to actually rewrite the segment of your DNA related to energy conversion. Our patented gene therapy procedure, when combined with the activating agent delivered through regular doses of EmaC-8, vastly accelerates metabolism, enabling you to lose weight rapidly without altering your diet or your exercise routine.”

Disbelief rippled through the room. “No diet or exercise?” Lizette said to Emmett. Not even she could hate the idea.

Dr. Saito glowed. “Incredible, isn’t it? Obexity is the future of weight loss, the end of obesity for every American who’s ready to become the very best version of themselves.”

“If you can afford it, right?” snarked a man at the front.

“Well, yes.” Dr. Saito laughed.

“How much will it cost?” a woman asked. “Ballpark.”

“We’re still running the numbers. The procedure itself we think will fall in the region of two to three hundred thousand.” She pretended not to notice the room’s collective inbreath. “Then for your prescription of EmaC-8, anywhere between one and three thousand dollars a vial. Ballpark, between fifty and a hundred fifty thousand a year.”

Dr. Saito’s smile buckled under the weight of the shocked silence that followed. The incredulity, the anger, the crumpling of hope into all-too-familiar despair.

“That’s why,” she pressed on, “we’re so excited to be offering these trials—not only to ensure that the treatment is safe and effective, but to allow a few lucky participants to experience the benefits of Obexity at no cost.”

“Great, we get to be your guinea pigs,” the same joker wisecracked, to scattered laughter.

“Not at all,” Dr. Saito said. The slide changed. “We’ve already completed the first phase of clinical trials, virtually all of them extremely successful.”

“Virtually?” Lizette’s eyes slanted toward Emmett; he rolled his own.

“We’re now looking for a larger group of participants for the Phase Two trial. It’s expected to start in May, will last fourteen months, and here’s the fun part: each participant will receive a stipend of fifteen hundred dollars for each month they remain in the trial.”

Emmett wasn’t the only person to pull out his phone and calculate the total potential earnings. “That’s twenty-one grand,” he said to Lizette.

“Before you get too excited,” Dr. Saito went on, “I will say that for the second phase we’re targeting a fairly narrow participant profile, and some of you unfortunately won’t qualify. Anyone with a body mass index under thirty-five, for example.”

A moderately proportioned blonde snatched up her purse, forced her way out of her row, and stormed from the room, cursing under her breath. “Freaking waste of time…”

Dr. Saito continued as if no such disturbance had occurred. “If you’re interested in moving forward in the process, you’ll be asked to complete an online application describing your medical history, weight loss goals, and availability. You’ll receive an email with the link in the next twenty-four hours. From there, we’ll narrow down a smaller group to be medically assessed to ensure you’re healthy enough to participate.”

“But not too healthy, right?” said the jokester.

Dr. Saito paused, a glint of steel in her smile now.

“Of course we want you healthy. That’s the whole reason Obexity was created.” She cast her gaze across the group, her eyes falling on Emmett, as if by coincidence.

“For the greatest health and happiness of the country.”




Investigative Report Prepared for Monstera BioSciences
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Excerpt from “Part 1: Background” (p. 19)

The participant was also active on the social media platform Instagram, where he frequently shared photos and videos about his life and weight loss journey… Collected by Monstera BioSciences as part of its standard participant monitoring procedures, these posts bear witness to the transformative impact ephaloma-copiramate had on the participant’s life—whether positive or negative, this report will endeavor to uncover.
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CHAPTER 4

Lizette was the first person on her feet when the presentation was over. “That was the most fucking offensive, fatphobic sci-fi bullshit I’ve heard in a minute.”

“Will you keep your voice down?” Emmett’s gaze snapped to Dr. Saito at the front of the room. To his relief, she seemed not to have heard.

“You’re not actually thinking about—”

“Can we talk about this in the car please?” He hurried out of the room ahead of her.

The elevator full, they took the stairs down to the parking garage in silence and got into the car. “Please tell me you didn’t fall for that shit,” Lizette said, pulling the driver’s door shut.

“What do you mean, fall for it?”

“You know what I mean.”

Emmett belted himself in. “For fifteen hundred bucks a month I don’t have much choice.”

“This isn’t about money. I know you.”

“Then you should understand.”

“What, that you’ve been brainwashed your whole life, made to think you’re not worth shit? Fucking—” She thumped the steering wheel with a soft fist. “Emmettito!”

“Lizette!”

“I just wish you could see how dope you are! You don’t need this boohoo, weight loss, self-loathing shit. You’re better than that.”

“No, you’re better than that. You have a business, a boyfriend who loves you—”

“And so would you if you put yourself out there. I keep telling you to get on GROWLR. There are plenty of guys who like it juicy.”

“You know I hate that word.”

“Whatever! You’re fuckable!”

Emmett shook his head. “I just wish that after being my friend for twenty years…”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“No, say it.”

“I’m done talking,” he said to the window.

Lizette scowled. “Fine.” She prodded the LCD screen, and music blasted from the speakers like a wall of sound risen between them. She backed out and gunned it toward the exit.

Emmett sulked. Part of him wished he hadn’t lost his nerve, wished he’d just said what he was thinking. He’d been wanting to for a while, found himself getting close whenever the topic of his pathetic desperation to be normal came up.

Yes, “normal,” he thought. Because thin is normal, whether Lizette likes me fucking saying it or not.

She could be disappointed in him all she wanted; he was equally disappointed in her. Disappointed that despite knowing how hard it was to live like this, she lacked any sympathy for his wanting out. That despite how long they’d been friends, she didn’t seem to understand him, or what he’d been through, at all.

She knew what his stepdad had done to him, had supported his writing about it in his blog, but she didn’t like his talking about it. This was another weight she seemed adamant he go on carrying forever.



That night, Emmett tossed and turned for hours before sinking into fitful semiconsciousness. His mind chattered repetitively with the argument, Lizette’s words stuck like the lyrics of a scratched CD. I understand you’ve been brainwashed your whole life, made to think you’re not worth shit.

Brainwashed your whole life. Not worth shit.

Not worth shit.

Not worth shit.

The words enveloped him, drawing him down into a lower state of restlessness. They remained even as the environment darkened and reformed. “I just wish you could see how dope you are!” Lizette was saying, standing on tiptoes behind the surgeons crowded around the operating table. “You don’t need this boohoo, weight loss shit.”

White masks grappled their faces. Eyes glinted under the glare of their headlamps. Panic clawed up Emmett’s chest. He could feel their hands dully through the anesthetic: pulling, applying pressure, carving him like a Thanksgiving turkey. Lifting away a trembling yellow slab, the bruised skin of his belly still attached on one side.

It slapped the metal tray with a fwap.

“I keep telling you, there are plenty of guys who like it juicy!”

“Shut up, Lizette!”

Fwap.

Fwap.

Fwap.

They were taking too much. There’d be nothing left of him. No, the fat wasn’t him. It wasn’t him.

“W-what’s that for?” Emmett said when the surgeons hauled out a circular saw, triggering a memory of one that his former stepdad used to keep in the garage. The gadget revved, the razor tips blurring into a circle of screaming silver.

Emmett thrashed on the operating table, the restraints biting into his wrists and ankles. The spinning blade descended. He screamed as it ripped a horizontal line through his forehead.

Finally the pressure broke. Something clacked against the floor. A chill invaded the open cavity of his cranium: cold where it was never meant to be felt. Worse, the surgeons seemed not to like what they were seeing—murmured darkly to themselves, shook their heads.

“What’s wrong?” he gasped. “W-what’re you going to—”

His words exploded again into screams. His body raged against the violation of latex fingers in his skull, scrabbling for purchase on the slippery coils of his brain.

A wet, sucking sound—

Then Emmett collapsed. Zonked. Literally lightheaded.

“Don’t worry, sport. You won’t miss it.”

The surgeon dropped the brain into the metal tray with a fwap.

Lizette agreed, sneering. “Not worth shit.”





CHAPTER 5

Emmett jolted awake. Morning light slanted in through the blinds, slicing the bedroom into orderly chunks: the wobbly IKEA desk, the rumpled T.J. Maxx comforter, the Pokémon posters tacked up to the wall, corners heavily pricked after multiple moves. Rent hikes had forced Emmett and Lizette to switch apartments three times in five years before they found the Cabana Apartments, a pair of charmingly stained stucco buildings in Point Loma near his dad’s old condo. A mile to work and two to the beach. An airplane departing from San Diego International blared overhead, an occurrence so constant they barely noticed it anymore.

For a moment Emmett felt as if he were still in the dream, the surgeons standing just out of sight. What was that about?

He reached across to the nightstand and hit the button on his CPAP, halting the flow of air through his face mask. Bella, tucked up beside him, shot to her feet; when the machine went off, it was time to get up.

Emmett had been diagnosed with sleep apnea at twenty-six, embarrassed because the condition was a common symptom of obesity, relieved because he finally knew why he always felt exhausted even after a full night’s sleep. It turned out he’d barely been sleeping at all. Without a continuous stream of air through his airway, his slackened throat muscles collapsed under the fat bearing down on them. His at-home sleep trial had shown he’d stopped breathing up to eighteen times per hour, unknowingly snorting himself awake each time. His brain’s automatic response to his body’s casual attempts to murder him.

Emmett removed his mask and tossed it onto the nightstand, rubbed at the ring of raw skin around his nose. He wasn’t needed at work until one but got up anyway, finding Armando at the stove in boxers and a band tee, making breakfast for Lizette, who was still in bed.

They greeted each other with a few easy words of good morning, Emmett careful to keep his eyes where they belonged. Armando was mid-twenties and cute, a “bear cub” in gay terms. Emmett liked Armando but resented him too. After four years of on-and-off dating, it seemed inevitable that one day he’d snatch Lizette away forever, and then what would Emmett have?

“What’re you up to today?” Emmett asked, switching on the coffeemaker.

“Got a game at noon. You oughta come.” Armando was a shortstop for the Coyotes in the San Diego Adult Baseball League. Since they’d started practicing at the nearby community ball field, he’d been staying over even more often.

“Sorry, got work.”

“Bad luck. Want some eggs?”

Emmett declined; he rarely ate breakfast, usually too full from last night’s dinner.

While his iced coffee brewed, he looked at his phone and saw that Monstera BioSciences had emailed. An invitation to apply to join the clinical trial. He said bye to Armando and took the coffee back to his room.

The online form wasn’t so different from the job applications he’d been firing off in his increasingly desperate efforts to leave Target. The most recent one, submitted the previous week, had been for his dream job as a full-time achievement coach for Future Makers. He’d practically squealed when he saw the posting. The pay was above twenty bucks an hour, and he not only met but exceeded the requirements—they were only asking for a bachelor’s degree and experience working with youth. He was the ideal candidate (except for the obvious). Even as he worked on the Monstera application, he couldn’t help checking his email for a response, as he had been for days. No luck.

He returned to the online form. In addition to asking his weight, height, and medical history, the application required him to answer several questions. Why do you want to join this clinical trial? Describe your weight loss journey to this point. How do you feel Obexity™ would improve your and others’ lives?

Then, a curveball:

Who knows you are completing this application?

Unable to justify the tickle of discomfort at the back of his mind, he began to type.


My best friend Lizette’s probably figured it out—she came to the info session with me and knows I want to do the trial, even though she’s going to judge me for it. Other than that, no one?? I don’t think I’ll tell my family. My brother Chris wouldn’t understand why I don’t just “hit the gym” if I want to lose weight. My sister Abby would act concerned—or maybe supportive, depending on the day—then gossip about me to my mom and Chris. My dad would probably approve, but I barely talk to him these days. Mom would obsess, either with worry or interest in the outcome—I’m guessing a combination of both.

Honestly, I can’t stand the thought of getting her hopes up only to disappoint her when this all turns out to be (no offense) another failed weight loss experiment. I’ve disappointed her—all of them—enough for one lifetime.



Emmett paused, then hammered the backspace key, abbreviating his answer to a less vulnerable level of earnestness. He probably ought to wait and read it over later on, but he was eager to get it off his plate. He hit submit.

No automatic confirmation email, but it was probably just being slow. He shut his laptop and got ready for work.



That afternoon was more than usually nightmarish. The store was rammed. Rick was in a mood after a bad inspection report from the regional manager. Then an ambulance was called after a woman had a suspected heart attack while trying on swimwear despite the signs begging customers not to. She was okay, but Emmett saw her being carted out on a stretcher—red-faced, open-mouthed, belly spilling out from under her tankini—and it terrified him, the thought of looking like that in front of all those people.

After clocking out for the night, exhausted, he ventured back onto the sales floor in search of a gift for his niece, who was turning four in a week’s time. Chris was throwing a big party at his house. Abby would be there too, and their mom was driving in from Nevada.

Emmett wasn’t close with either of his siblings—not as close as they were with each other—but he’d at least shared a childhood home with Abby. Chris, his half brother, had lived with their dad growing up, and besides the name Truesdale, the brothers had very little in common.

Chris was nine years older and the archetype of Southern California masculinity, as blond and sculpted as a sandcastle, chasing waves and girls since Emmett could walk. For years Chris had tortured Emmett with names like chunk, butterball, girly-man. After high school, Chris taught surf camp at the local YMCA, and Emmett would never forget how dubious the female counselors looked when they found out they were brothers, or how Chris stopped acknowledging him whenever girls came around.

To his credit, Chris seemed to have grown up since then. He’d apologized for being a dick when they were younger, gone through a phase of forcing Emmett out clubbing with his friends and him, and now that his partying days were behind him, insisted on slightly awkward family gatherings for every holiday and birthday. Emmett played along, partly because he was obsessed with Chris’s kids, Harper and her thirteen-month-old brother, Jaxson. Emmett even managed to overlook their awful trendy names and miniature wardrobes of designer brands he was too big to try on even just for fun. They tolerated him in return, perhaps not least because he usually came bearing gifts.

He lingered in the toy department for an age, unable to find anything he could remotely afford even with his employee discount: 10 percent off normal stuff and 20 percent off “wellness items”—fruits and vegetables, diet food, activewear. Why didn’t the company just come out and say they were all too fat?

He selected an extortionately priced Frozen thing and joined the line for self-checkout, daydreaming about the clinical trial’s five-figure payout. He idly checked his email for the delayed confirmation, and gasped so loudly the woman ahead of him shot him a censorious look.

The subject line of the email atop his inbox was far better than the one he’d been expecting. It read: Achievement Coach—Interview Request.





CHAPTER 6

The following week, Emmett smothered his nerves under the mindless infinity of his Instagram feed, smoothing the edges of his excruciating wait with #weigthlossinspo, celebrity fashion ads, and jacked meatheads chasing gains to grungy EDM.

“Mr. Truesdale?” the woman behind the reception desk said, breaking his concentration. She had just returned her phone to its cradle. “Georgina’s on her way. She’ll just be a moment.”

“Thanks.” Emmett put his phone away, sat back, and massaged his pant legs with sweaty palms. His Goodfellow & Co. Oxfords tapped a jittery beat on the carpet. He couldn’t stop clearing his throat. He’d been in this building dozens of times, but never back here in the administrative suite. The first time of many, he thought hopefully.

A handsome, square-jawed woman entered. Her stiff mane of honey-blond hair blanketed the shoulders of her pleated silk blouse. Her buggy eyes gave the impression of intense fixation. Emmett sensed an interruption in her smile as she perceived him, but she recovered it at once, approaching.

“You must be Emmett.” He rose and shook her hand, attempting to hide his horror; he had felt his shirt slide free from the waistband of his slacks, wrenched out of place by the tumult of his standing. “Georgina Hodge,” she said. “Senior director of programs.”

“Great to meet you.”

“Can I get you anything? Water?”

He was sweating buckets. “Water would be great.”

“No problem.” She craned her neck to see around Emmett, really reaching, and called out to the receptionist: “Renata, would you track down some water for the candidate?” Then she flashed him a thin smile. “Come on back.”

They walked down a hall, Emmett surreptitiously stuffing his loose shirttail back down his waistband while stuttering out replies to Georgina’s small-talk questions. “Point Loma, really,” she said, surprised. “That’s a nice area.”

They entered her office and sat on either side of the desk. The receptionist chased them inside with a bottle of water. Turning in his seat to receive it, Emmett felt his shirt yank loose again.

Fuck.

“So, Emmett,” Georgina said. “Our volunteer manager tells me you’re quite the tutor.”

“Oh—I’m glad she thinks so.”

“You were Volunteer of the Quarter, weren’t you?”

“Twice, I think.”

“Very impressive. Well, we appreciate your service.”

“Happy to do it. I really love—”

“So you think you’ve got what it takes to be an achievement coach,” Georgina cut across him. Her tone was a strange in-between, a joke but not exactly.

“I do.”

“All right. Let me tell you about the position—” She broke off, eyeing the front of Emmett’s button-down. Instinctively he held his water bottle over his stomach.

“Please.”

He could barely process her answer, obsessing over that stray look. He was hyperaware of how his shirt pulled across his stomach, tightest between the second and third buttons. Was his stomach peeking through the opening between them? He’d known as soon as he put it on that it was a little too small, but he didn’t have anything else; the white check was supposed to be the one that fit.

“So you see it’s an important role,” Georgina was saying. “Our coaches are part social worker, part academic adviser, part big sibling. They probably have the single greatest impact on our students’ success, if not their lives, of anyone in the organization.”

“That does sound important,” Emmett said.

“As you can imagine, we hold our coaches to a high standard. As role models, they’re expected to be reliable, professional.” Another downward flick of her eyes. “I think you’ve come untucked.”

Emmett reached around to deal with the shirttail again, smiling through the redness of his cheeks. “Whoops.”

“Many of our kids are low-income, come from broken homes. They’re predisposed to issues like truancy, gang activity, teenage pregnancy, obesity. We expect our coaches to set a good example.”

Discomfort closed like a hand around Emmett’s throat.

“Do you—” he croaked, apologized, and paused to sip his water. He recapped the bottle and set it on the floor, pulling his shirttail out as he leaned forward.

FUCK!

“Do you find it helps for the students to see themselves reflected in their mentors? Is that something you look for?”

“Oh, of course. Diversity is one of our top priorities, especially on the achievement team.”

“That’s great to hear. I’m a huge proponent of diversity and inclusion—” He instantly regretted the adjective.

“At the same time,” Georgina said, “our coaches need to be effective leaders. We hire people we think can command respect, people who reflect positively on our mission.”

Emmett nodded, throttled.

“But that’s enough about us. I’d like to hear about you and your”—she riffled around for his résumé—“student-teaching experience, was it? You got your credential, I assume?”

“I decided to go in a different direction. It was a great experience overall. I just realized classroom teaching wasn’t for me.” Emmett felt his confidence return by degrees. He was used to explaining this blemish, comfortable in his practiced response. “I prefer working with students one-on-one, forming those personal connections that are so crucial, especially for at-risk youth. That’s why I think I’d be such a great fit—”

“You know I used to weigh over two hundred pounds?”

Emmett faltered, thrown off and dreading where this was going. “Really.”

“Hard to believe, isn’t it? For years, after I had my kids. I used to say I didn’t like vegetables, that I hated the gym. I was a ‘cheeseburger girl.’ I loved chocolate too much. But once I finally decided I couldn’t live like that anymore, everything changed. I realized I actually did like fruit and vegetables and running and lifting weights. All that ‘I don’t like it’ stuff had just been an excuse for being, well, a bit lazy and undisciplined.”

No stray glances this time. Her eyes held Emmett’s like a crushing handshake. Painful. Unnecessary.

“Anyway. Just wanted to share that in case you ever thought about finishing your credential, or—” The insinuation flickered at the corner of her mouth, then kindly vanished.

Emmett stared, speechless. In that moment, he had no access to his thoughts or emotions, to his memories of two decades’ worth of failed diets, endless hours in the gym, having lost nearly a hundred pounds in college and, like the recurrence of a cancer, gained every ounce of it back. All that would come later: a thousand things he could’ve said. Should’ve.

There in the room he had only the desire to make it stop: this false empathy, this force-fed advice.

Like a good boy, he swallowed it down and answered, “Thank you.”




Appendix C—Blog Post

The Best Years of My Life

By: Emmett Truesdale

Published: Nov. 22, 2022

As a person of size, I live a life of humiliation, but would you believe that the most embarrassing, most shameful thing I ever did was get thin for a couple of years? [image: Emoji: Exploding head.]

I know what you’re thinking: How is that even possible?! Surely being an Austin Powers–style fat bastard like you are now would be more embarrassing than having once been thin!?! And you’re right, daring to be a fat person in the world is a never-ending saga of degradation. Like earlier this year when I was shopping for an online grocery order at work and a woman in her seventies, a complete stranger, caught sight of me in front of the ice cream freezer, stopped in her tracks, and wheeled her cart in my direction.

Her eyes narrowed on my body, twinkling with savage purpose. Prepared always for public humiliation, I was ready when she drew up beside me, laid a hand on my shoulder, and said, “Now, son, what I’m about to say might offend you.”

“Oh dear.”

“There’s this program on Netflix, it’s called Walk for Your Life,” she said, or maybe Run for Health. Either way, it wasn’t a real show, not on Netflix; I checked as soon as I got home. “Now, I want you to watch this program and really watch it. Because if you don’t turn your life around, you’re gonna die.”

As far as I’m concerned, that’s a death threat.

And yet I’d rather sit beside that woman on a seventeen-hour flight, smashing my arms down over my stomach and sides so as not to encroach on her precious space as she whispers sweet microaggressions into my ear, than run into an acquaintance I haven’t seen since I gained the weight back.

Sometimes I can’t avoid it, and I imagine they look at me like one of those trailer park families who win the lottery and blow it all on diamond-encrusted teeth and nickel slots. They look at me and think, You stupid son of a bitch, you had it all and you threw it away. You had the world in the palm of your hand and you ATE IT.

I think of all the friends I made when I was thinner and how disgusted they must be by the “new” me. In my head, every person I’ve ever dated spends hours every day trawling through my Instagram photos saying, “Wow, really dodged a bullet there.”

But I’m not a bullet. I’m more of a cannonball if anything!

The truth is, other than those few short years, I’ve been fat my entire life, even if my adoring mother disagreed. She always said that I might carry fat on my body but I wasn’t fat; it wasn’t who I was. Like the fat was something apart from me, a temporary encumbrance around my inner, thinner self. The “true me” was somewhere inside, buried under all that flab. To this day I’m still trying to dig him out.

Not unlike many a fat kid, my weight loss journey started young. I was ten when Mom agreed to enroll me in Weight Watchers. They gave me a daily allotment of points and a book detailing the point value of each food. The bad foods were high in points and the best foods zero. I would starve myself good all week and then she’d drive me to the Weight Watchers office at a local strip mall to weigh in, a few doors down from the Hostess Bakery Outlet where she’d previously taken me twice a month to stock up on discount Twinkies and Ding Dongs, complaining that her beloved Devil Dogs were only available back East.

When I lost five pounds, my grandma mailed me five dollars. When I received my ten-pound badge, she sent ten. I’d never been prouder.

I didn’t make it to fifteen.

One won’t hurt, said a voice in my head as I eyed the bowl of tortilla chips my friend’s mom had set out for us to snack on. But one chip turned into two, then twenty. The voice told me, Today’s a write-off—might as well enjoy yourself and get back on track tomorrow. Then the next day: You’re not gonna lose any weight this week anyway—give yourself a break and start again Monday!

It was the first in an endless string of yo-yo diets—fruitful in only the most literal sense—that kept my weight in a constant state of flux, each loss of ten pounds followed by a gain of twelve or fifteen. Before I reached adulthood, I’d tried them all—Atkins, SlimFast, Nutrisystem, South Beach, juice cleanses, the Zone—the result of which was a net gain of around seventy pounds.

The summer after I graduated college, I finally decided I’d had enough. It was probably no coincidence that I’d just ended my relationship with Sebastian, my first real boyfriend and an asshole of the highest order. A snobby middle-weight finance major from Rancho Santa Fe, Seb had this super-hilarious habit of prancing around the apartment wearing my clothes with pillows stuffed inside them and counting my calories without my permission. “Tacos for dinner? Between lunch and that Starbucks, you’ve already had like twenty-two hundred calories.” He would snort and rub my belly saying, “If you’re not careful you’re gonna get fat!”

That he was forty pounds overweight himself was beside the point. My problem was big enough to make his disappear. I think that’s what he liked about me.

So why were we together for over a year? GREAT QUESTION. It wasn’t like I found Seb super attractive or anything. Hell, I’m not even sure I liked him. I guess I felt like he was all I deserved. In fact, I was lucky to be with someone like him—or so I told myself. [image: Emoji: Face with rolling eyes.] [image: Emoji: Unamused face.]

Anywho… I was a free agent now. But I didn’t feel free. My head continued to ring with Seb’s snide jokes and subtle put-downs. My confidence, low to begin with, was subterranean at this point. If I had any hope of finding a new boyfriend, I had some work to do.

That summer Mom got me on the hCG diet. Human chorionic gonadotropin, or hCG, is a hormone found in placenta that helps the female body adjust to support a growing embryo. When extracted and taken as a weight loss supplement, it allegedly helps convert fat to energy while preserving lean tissue, enabling the user to withstand an extremely low-calorie diet without losing muscle mass.

Mom had lost sixteen pounds on a medically supervised hCG program at a clinic, but the treatments were too expensive, so she started ordering her own cheaper supplements off the internet. It sounded sketchy even for me, but Mom insisted it was fine.

Once a week we drank a few milliliters of dingy liquid from a plastic vial while maintaining a strict diet of five hundred calories per day—yes, you read that right. The list of approved foods was laughably short: plain chicken breast (three ounces), fat-free cottage cheese (half cup), some vegetables (two cups), some fruits (two servings). After the first month, I was allowed starch in the form of two crunchy breadsticks or four pieces of Melba toast per day. The hunger burned inside me like an ulcer. When I really couldn’t stand it, I snacked on cold cucumber slices dipped in yellow mustard. Positively indulgent!!!

Mom eventually bowed out but I stuck with it, taking the supplements she continued to order for me. I couldn’t stop once the weight started coming off. After a month, I’d lost more than thirty pounds. Sure, I felt weak and nauseous pretty much all the time; my skin was cracked and washed out; and even resting, my heart fluttered in uneven bursts, like a stray pigeon trapped inside my chest. But I was dropping weight so fast I didn’t care, each successful weigh-in encouraging me to keep going, push harder, embrace the hunger. Feel the burn. Those words became my mantra, and I lived by them.

By the time I started grad school, I’d lost close to eighty pounds and was the lightest I’d been since seventh grade. I paused the diet but remained obsessive about calorie counting, resenting the big pasta dinners and unhealthy food Mom served nightly, acting offended if I didn’t accept seconds. “You’re losing so much weight, you need to eat,” she said in one breath. Then in another, adoringly: “I’m just so proud.”

As a fat person you’re taught that no one will ever love you because of your size, and perhaps because of this I’d assumed that simply losing the weight would transform my love life overnight. I’d never really fit in with other gay men. I was too big, too self-conscious. Always lurking at the fringes, watching other people find love and sex and community. But I’d make up for all that now. My grad school experience would be like the episodes of Queer as Folk I streamed covertly in high school when Mom wasn’t home: a nonstop parade of nightclubs, bathhouses, casual sex, and recreational drugs, all the things I’d been too scared of before.

But alas, I was just as hopeless thin as I’d ever been fat. I’d go out with friends in Hillcrest, the local LGBTQ+ district, but despite being almost normal-looking, I found myself clinging to the walls as I nursed my signature Malibu and Diet Coke, too anxious to speak to anyone, wishing I were anywhere else. Though smaller than I’d ever been, somehow I still didn’t fit in.

All right, so “the scene” wasn’t for me—but even as a boring monogamous gay I was hopeless. There was this one guy, Aaron, in my grad school program who was sooooo cute, tall and slim with dark shoulder-length hair he wore up in a bun or pulled back in a half pony, which I’m pretty sure is the sluttiest hairstyle a man can wear, according to science [image: Emoji: Winking face.]. We chatted a few times before class. He was from the East Coast but a total convert to the California lifestyle—flip-flops and shorts every day—though his accent reminded me warmly of my mom’s side of the family. When his eyes were locked on mine, I felt blood chug more rapidly through my veins, an electric current glistening over my skin. In his presence, my heart hungered in a way my stomach never could.

My best friend, Lizette, encouraged me to ask him out, but I wasn’t even sure he liked guys. Still, when one of my classmates organized a house party and I found out Aaron would be there, I went and—you guessed it—stood in the corner and barely spoke to him the entire night! [image: Emoji: Clown face.] [image: Emoji: Clown face.] [image: Emoji: Clown face.]

Finally I decided to call it quits, slunk out, and was surprised to find him on the front porch, smoking joints with a couple others from class. “Leaving already?” he said.

“Yeah. I should probably get back.”

“Says who? You should stay and talk with us.”

Pathetically I did, spellbound by his snaggletoothed smile. I don’t even remember what we talked about, just the buzz in my gut as he poured his undivided attention all over me, the glorious froth of laughter between us.

The other two went inside, leaving us alone. I made some stupid joke and he shook his head, grinning aslant.

“You’re so fucking cute,” he said, massaging my arm. “I just wanna cuddle you.”

My heart was doing backflips. Here was my chance. Say something, I thought. Say ANYTHING. “We should do that.” “I’m game if you are.” “Want to get out of here?”

Like an idiot, I froze. Then the front door opened again and more people tumbled out in a flood of music and chatter, clutching bottles and cigarettes. Aaron drew back his hand.

“I should go,” I said, and before he could say another word, I was racing back toward my car, my heart leaden and heavy, pumping shame and self-loathing through every inch of me.

And that was the end of that. We continued to chat and flirt before class, but never like we had that night. The perfect opening I was hoping for never came. I didn’t even have his number.

The semester ended and our schedules diverged. I graduated sad, alone, already starting to gain the weight back. No matter how healthy and calorie-controlled my diet was, I’d never been able to fully ditch my sugar habit. Little by little the pounds crept up on me. In an instant I was fat again.

I went back on hCG, but my lifestyle had changed. I was working full-time at Target and student-teaching on the side. It’s one thing to be fatigued when you’re just sitting around and another when you’re working on your feet all day. Still, I thought I was managing okay until one night at the store my heart suddenly started pounding like I’d just stepped off a treadmill. The guest service desk spun around me, the world thrown off-kilter. If my coworker hadn’t grabbed me, I probably would’ve hit the floor.

My mom came and took me to the ER. The doctors were less than impressed to hear about my five-hundred-calorie diet and the supplements they said probably contained no hCG at all. At best they were placebos. At worst I was slowly poisoning myself.

“I agree,” I overheard Mom saying to the doctor. “I’ve always told my kids, if you want to lose weight, a healthy diet and exercise is the way to do it. Everything in moderation.”

Such was the end of my hCG misadventure—to this day the only diet I’ve tried that’s ever shifted significant weight. (STARVATION! IT’S A WEIGHT LOSS MIRACLE!!! WHO KNEW?!?)

Honestly, I never really believed the supplements were doing anything except make me feel better about my voluntary eating disorder. Because when you strip away all the pseudoscientific mumbo jumbo, the hCG diet—like most of them—is pretty much just expensive anorexia.

As the months passed, my old habits returned in full force, and the weight piled back on even faster. Four years later, I’m even heavier than I started—and continuing to gain. [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face.]

I recently ran into one of my old grad school friends at Vons and she didn’t even recognize me. “It’s Emmett,” I said, already wishing I hadn’t stopped her. “From SDSU?” Still nothing. “Sorry, I look a little different—”

“No! Of course I recognize you!” she said, her cheeks flaming. “Emmett! So sorry, I’m not wearing my glasses! And you changed your hair! Wow, I love the purple!”

Now if I run into someone from my skinny days, I hide. It’s easier for both of us. They don’t have to feel sorry for me, and I don’t have to hate myself (at least not in their presence—save that shit for the privacy of my home like a normal person [image: Emoji: Face with tears of joy.]).

But seriously, I’m glad I did lose weight that one time. It proved I can slim down. Does it mean I feel that much angrier with myself when I fuck up? Yes. Yes, it does. (Seriously, why is it so hard for me to get back to that place?? [image: Emoji: Confounded face.] [image: Emoji: Weary face.])

But it gives me something to strive for, a mountain to (re)climb.

One day I’ll find him and I won’t let him go.

No, I’m not talking about Aaron. I mean the true me.






CHAPTER 7

Nearly an hour after he left the apartment, Emmett pulled up outside a four-bedroom Craftsman in the well-to-do coastal suburb of Carlsbad. White shutters, white door, two white SUVs parked in the drive. Chris and his wife, Jayla, had paid close to a million for it after selling their “starter home” for a profit of $400,000, more than a hundred thousand for every year they’d owned it.

Chris was always telling Emmett, without an ounce of irony, that he needed to get on the property ladder, as if his refusal to live the American dream were a matter of arrested development rather than total financial ineptitude. Chris, who had lived with their dad rent free until he was twenty-six, had flunked out of community college, paid for by Dad; gotten his real estate license, paid for by Dad; and bought his first property at twenty-seven, again thanks to Dad, who made it clear that any financial support that might have been earmarked for Emmett had been squandered on his undergrad tuition. Foolish of Emmett not to have dropped out and bought a fixer-upper instead.

He sat in his car, hair disheveled from driving on the freeway with the windows down. Sweat bloomed across his lower back, as hot and sticky as a fungal infection.

He didn’t hate this brother, who hadn’t had the easiest childhood himself. But that Chris refused to acknowledge the ways his life had been easier—would probably always be easier, for reasons he could never fully understand—made it hard not to resent him.

With a sigh, Emmett got out of the car, grabbed Harper’s present out of the back (embellished with a quartet of smiling balloons), and rang the bell. Inside he heard his brother’s voice and the shrieking laughter of children. He wished Lizette had been able to come. After months of trying to attract the attention of potential investors in GORDITA, she’d finally managed to schedule a lunch with some big-shot venture capitalist who was in town from Miami for the weekend. It was the only time he could meet, and Lizette couldn’t miss her big break.

The door swung open and there stood Chris, golden-haired and barrel-chested, a surf tee pulled over his board shorts. He greeted Emmett with his usual forced enthusiasm.

“Hey, man, how’s it going?” His eyes rose to Emmett’s hair. “Whoa, wild color. I need sunglasses.”

Children raced and screamed in the background, an earsplitting blur of pink tulle.

Emmett gloated at the few extra pounds collected around Chris’s midsection, the gentle backward slide of his hairline. Small victories against the half brother who had tormented him as a kid.

“Yeah. Thanks. I’m good.”

The screaming blur stopped and tucked herself under Chris’s arm, angelic.

“Happy birthday, Harper,” Emmett exclaimed.

“Thank you.” She beamed, twisting.

“How old are you now? Fourteen, fifteen?”

“I’m four!”

“Oh, four! That’s lucky, because the store only had four balloons. You better take these.” He handed them over.

Chris called after her as she ran off inside, the balloons bobbing behind her. “Hey, what do you say?”

“It’s fine,” Emmett said.

“Come on in. Everyone’s out back.”

“Is Dad here?”

A low tut. “Yeah right. Your mom’s here, though.” She was staying with Chris, who had adopted her as his kids’ honorary grandma as Chris’s own mother had passed away when he was very young. In his excitement, Emmett had told her about his upcoming Future Makers interview. Now he wished he hadn’t.

“You bring swim trunks?” Chris said.

“Forgot them.”

“I got an extra pair you can borrow.”

“Yeah, thanks,” said Emmett sarcastically, before realizing Chris wasn’t making fun of him. Apparently old habits died hard—for him at least. “Sorry,” he muttered and stepped inside.



As he passed through the glass slider at the back of the house, it became clear just how desperately Emmett didn’t want to be there. The joy of the day couldn’t penetrate his misery—the perfect weather, the laughter of children, the army of blond moms sipping cocktails on the lawn as their hot shirtless husbands hurled screaming kids across the pool.

Already Emmett’s senses were homing in on the smell of food from the grill, the sizzle of burger patties oozing blood and melted cheese, beef franks blackening to cinders.

Chris clapped him on the shoulder. “We got plenty of grub. Grab a plate.”

“I can’t,” Emmett said, and Chris rolled his eyes. He didn’t need to say it: Another diet.

This one was necessary. He’d been driving home from the Future Makers interview when he received the email informing him he hadn’t gotten the job. It was the speed of it that made it feel personal, like a knee-jerk reaction not to what they had heard, but to what they had seen. Perhaps that wasn’t the case. Perhaps he just didn’t measure up—figuratively—and they didn’t want to waste his time. Still, he’d decided then that it was time to start dieting again. He had immediately redownloaded the MyFitnessPal app to his phone, set his daily calorie goal to 1,500—the lowest a man could safely go, said the internet—and after one final night of carnage, resumed the familiar ritual of logging every bite and sip he consumed throughout the day. The same diet he had done a hundred times, but this time was different. This time he wouldn’t let himself down. This time he would turn his life around.

The intrusive thoughts had already started. You’re dieting today? You really want to miss this opportunity to celebrate with your family? You hardly ever see them anymore. Give yourself a break and restart the diet tomorrow!

He pushed them away, but he could feel it almost physically, the vise of want tightening around him. The upward tick of the invisible meter tracking his progress toward total, inevitable collapse.

With a plate of baby carrots and broccoli he trudged through the crowd, avoiding people’s eyes. He knew too many of them from his thinner, postcollege days, when Chris had taken to forcing him out partying with him and his friends. He couldn’t bear the thought of their strained smiles and awkward hugs, their polite So what are you up to’s while they pretended not to notice what he’d become.

Where was his family? He’d feel safer with them.

His mom, Joanna, was mid-gasp and clutching her chest when Emmett found her and his sister, Abby, by the screened-in trampoline. “I can’t watch.” She shielded her eyes and turned her back to the bouncing children as if they were juggling knives.

“Someone’s gonna snap their neck,” Emmett said, reciting a line from their childhood that had become one of his mother’s reluctant catchphrases.

She gasped again at the sight of him; a smile lit up her face. “There he is!” She pulled him into a hug and held on, almost cooing: “My boy. I missed you so much.”

“Hey, Mom. You look great,” Emmett said.

Some new diet, she told him. “You have to try it.”

It was always a new thing with her. I’ve gone pescatarian, she would say, then the next time he saw her, I’m on paleo. I’m back on Weight Watchers. I’m doing Noom. Even more annoying was that they all worked, at least at first. It didn’t sit right with him, the ease with which she adopted new lifestyles and cut out entire food groups. Given the way she brought him up eating, how deeply ingrained those habits still were, he wished she would struggle just slightly.

Abby sipped a plastic cup of red wine she had probably brought herself, rail-thin and beautiful in a buttoned-up navy dress. “What about me, don’t I look good?” she said, hugging him hello.

“You look like you came straight from court.”

“Client meeting, actually. Mark says hi. He’s running a ten K.”

“Surprised you didn’t join him.”

“Is that sarcastic?” Abby snapped. “You know I’m a runner too now. I did the half marathon last month.”

“I know, Abby, Jesus Christ.”

“I’m just saying. I thought you were making fun of me.”

“We all know better than that,” Joanna muttered, adding brightly as Abby’s head whipped around, “Just kidding!”

Abby stewed and drained her wine, the one remaining holdover from the “dirty eating” lifestyle she’d given up when she started dating Mark.

“How was your interview?” she asked. It didn’t sound like a jab. She really wanted to know.

Emmett looked at Joanna. “You told her?”

“I didn’t say anything!”

There was no point arguing; once his mom had decided on a truth, there was no wresting it from her.

“Tell me,” his mom said. “You got it?”

“Nope.”

She gasped again. “You’re kidding!”

“That was quick,” Abby remarked.

“Thanks, Ab.”

“They say why?” Joanna cooed.

“Just not what they were looking for, I guess.”

“Well, they’re idiots. Fuck ’em.” Abby tried for another sip, but her cup was empty. She stalked off for a refill and paused to talk to Chris, possibly to gossip about Emmett’s bad news.

Joanna stroked Emmett’s arm consolingly, her eyes gushing love and adoration. “You’ll find something.” He knew what was coming before she even said it: “There’s somethin’ special about that boy.”



Three-quarters of an hour later the party moved inside. Joanna shouldered forward to join the camera-wielding mama-razzi at the front while Emmett and Abby skulked at the back.

“This one’s from Uncle Emmett,” Chris announced, reading the label on the gift-wrapped package.

Emmett dreaded Harper’s reaction. She was on a rampage, a gift-opening gladiator in a tutu, performing for the entertainment of her feral admirers. The crowd oohed and aahed as she savaged the paper.

Pausing not one second to look at the forty-dollar Frozen tea set, she discarded it on the floor and reached for the next.

“Bitch,” Emmett whispered.

“That’s harsh,” admitted Abby. Her Barbie Jeep had at least elicited a scream.

The front door inched open behind them, and a man in his late thirties entered. Emmett did a double take, not recognizing him at first.

“Hey, Em-Dog, what’s up.”

Niño, whose given name was Nicholas Hofstetter, had been Chris’s best friend as long as Emmett could remember. He was one of the few who’d never minded Chris’s chubby kid brother tagging along on trips to the mall and the beach. These days his naturally dark hair was peroxide blond, giving him the look of an aging fuckboy. The shirt under his blazer was unbuttoned at the top, revealing just enough of his sculpted clavicle to reawaken Emmett’s boyhood crush.

Emmett obliged him in a clapping handshake. “What’ve you been up to?”

“Just working. You know.” The glint in Niño’s eye suggested he’d been selling. A pharmaceutical sales rep with a penchant for chaos, he was known to use his industry access to moonlight as a high-class dealer. Percocet and codeine samples mostly. Premarket and downstream prototypes when he could get his hands on them.

He greeted Abby with a quiet hug and kiss on the cheek, then skulked off to find something to eat.

I’ve got something you can eat, Emmett thought.

Soon the mountain of gifts had been slain and the party moved into the open kitchen-dining room. The birthday song was sung with an added cha cha cha from Chris, before slices of Costco sheet cake circulated on Disney Princess plates. The sight of it unleashed something raging and animalistic inside Emmett. His stomach howled.

Fearing his diet was about to come to an abrupt end, he retreated, locked himself in the bathroom, and stood in front of the mirror, white-knuckling the counter.

His eyes rose to his reflection. Truthfully, he didn’t hate it. Dieting always had this effect on him. He probably hadn’t lost more than a pound or two, but the emptiness of his stomach alone was enough to make him feel thinner, more confident. It reminded him why he was putting himself through this torture and how much better he would feel if he just stuck with it.

The door handle jiggled. “Oop, someone’s in there,” said a woman’s voice. “We have to wait our turn.”

Emmett wet and dried his hands, opened the door, and smiled at the mother and child who shuffled in after him.

When he returned to the kitchen-dining room, it was empty. Emmett could see the others out back through the glass slider, forming a loose circle on the lawn. A blindfolded Harper took swings at an Olaf the snowman piñata with a tee-ball bat as Chris coached her.

Emmett’s gaze fell to the food covering the kitchen counters—not just half a dozen leftover plates of cake, but everything his sister-in-law had brought in from outside. Huge piles of uneaten patties and franks, open bags of buns, condiments, a platter of toppings. He didn’t mind that the meat was cold and the lettuce wilting. It was the hit of fatty protein he craved, the refined carbohydrates spiking his blood sugar, that first anesthetizing wallop of fullness—a literal gut punch of relief.

He stood there so long the mother and kid, finished in the bathroom, walked past him and headed out back while Emmett pretended to answer a text.

He began to follow, but his feet failed him. A lizard-brained impulse tugged him back toward the food. His hunger was no longer hunger but something more urgent, more insistent. A climbing white-hot need for satisfaction, as overwhelming as orgasm.

He could do it, should do it, while everyone was outside.

If he acted now, no one would see.

Before he could think twice, he grabbed a bun, slapped together a burger, and, stepping out of view of the window, shoved the sandwich into his mouth. He barely chewed, impatient for relief.

The mouthful collected at the top of his gut, the almost uncomfortable fullness spreading a sensation of soothing calm through his body. He was eight years old again, back in the house on Whispering Tree Lane: standing in the walk-in pantry, door closed, lights off, scarfing down whatever he could, as fast as he could. Cookies, Cheez-Its, trail mix. Ears trained above the champing of his jaws, attuned to the sounds of movement outside the door.

He wasn’t full enough yet. He made another.

Eat it down quick, before he comes.

A few bites into the second, a spectacular fullness radiated through him like he’d tipped his head back and swallowed an avalanche.

But now that his craving for fat had been satisfied, his sweet tooth had to be appeased. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t stand another bite, that he feared he might be sick.

This had never been about hunger.

He grabbed a plate and shoveled cake into his mouth with his hands. One bite, two, and a slippery satisfaction slid over him, underpinned by a growing threat of regurgitation. Still he gorged, programmed to clear his plate no matter the cost.

The slider opened. With a frisson of horror, Emmett threw the plate down on the counter. I wasn’t—not mine—someone else—

It hung off the edge and flopped backward, cake side up, onto the floor.

“Emmett!”

Abby took him in: icing smeared around his mouth, chin dripping, a glob of ketchup streaking the front of his shirt like evidence of a murder.

He turned and strode out of the kitchen.

“It’s okay, I just— Where are you going?” she called after him.

He didn’t answer, bursting through the front door and climbing into his car. She shouted his name from the doorway as he tore off down the street, desperate to be where prying eyes could not follow.




Appendix D—Interview Transcript


	FD: It’s, oh, 1:13 p.m. on Wednesday, November 13, 2024. This is Frank Darrow, principal investigator for Prentice & Darrow LLP on behalf of Monstera BioSciences, at the law offices of Newlin, Farah & Combs in Solana Beach, California. I’m here with—would you introduce yourself for me? Name, age, occupation?

	AT: Abigail Truesdale, Esquire. Thirty-six. Attorney.

	FD: And your relationship to the participant?

	AT: Emmett’s sister.

	FD: Thanks for sitting down with me, Ms. Truesdale. I know your time is valuable and you’ve been kind enough to do this pro bono, so I’ll keep this short. The Monstera team has hired my firm to investigate your brother’s alleged crimes, to understand what might’ve caused him to act out as he did.

	AT: Act out?

	FD: All that nastiness in the news. The cannibalism.

	AT: Alleged cannibalism.

	FD: You’re right. Thank you. As I was saying, my clients are eager to understand whether his alleged cannibalism was in any way related to the clinical trial, or whether it might have been something from his past. If there were warning signs, say, of violent behavior or—

	AT: Absolutely not. And if that’s the kind of evidence you’re looking for, then—

	FD: Not at all. We’re a neutral party here. Just trying to get to the bottom of this.

	AT: How neutral can you be? Monstera’s funding this little witch hunt, aren’t they?

	FD: We can stop right now if you’re uncomfortable. But to be frank, with your mom refusing to talk to us and your dad not responding, we’re lacking a family perspective here. If there’s another side to Emmett, one the outside world doesn’t know about, it could make a big difference to our findings.

	AT: [Pause.] What exactly do you want to know?

	FD: Just a bit more about your brother. The real him. Maybe start at the beginning. Where was he born?

	AT: Here. San Diego. December 8, 1994.

	FD: You were living in North County, correct? Poway?

	AT: Not then. That was after Mom remarried. We were in Old Town at the time.

	FD: We?

	AT: Me, my mom and dad, and my dad’s son from a previous relationship, Chris. My half brother.

	FD: Chris. I didn’t realize there was another. Your parents later divorced, I take it.

	AT: When Emmett was two. A couple years after that Mom met her second husband, Hank Stauder. I’m sure you know all about him.

	FD: Hank, you said?

	AT: He never liked his first name. Said it was silly. He went by his middle name instead.

	FD: From what I gather, Hank and Emmett didn’t get along too well.

	AT: At first they did. We all liked Hank. He was nice, funny. A little strict. A military brat. Brought up Mormon. No longer practicing, but he still lived by a lot of the rules. No caffeine or alcohol. Healthy body, healthy mind, all that. The house—

	FD: That’s the one in Poway. On Whispering Tree Lane.

	AT: Right. It was Hank’s castle; he was the king. Everyone cleaned their mess, everyone had their chores. You didn’t do your chores, you didn’t eat, or so he threatened. Needless to say, Emmett was always the first to get his chores done. [Chuckles.]

	FD: Did he always struggle with his weight, Emmett?

	AT: [Pause.] He was never thin. Husky was the word my mom used. She didn’t see it as a problem. Always said that as soon as he hit puberty, he’d have a growth spurt and all that baby weight would fall off, just like her brothers.

	FD: Sounds like she had a relaxed attitude toward food.

	AT: Relaxed is an understatement. For Mom, food was everything. If you got straight A’s at school, she’d take you to McDonald’s to celebrate. If you didn’t make the cheerleading squad, she’d pick up Ben & Jerry’s on the way home so you could eat your feelings. She said it was the Italian mother in her. Food was how she showed she cared. And she did care. If you didn’t eat seconds or thirds at dinner, she’d make a joke like she was offended, but I think there was some truth to it. Rejecting her food was like rejecting her love.

	FD: So Emmett might have felt pressured to eat more than he cared to.

	AT: I didn’t say that.

	FD: What would you say?

	AT: I just feel like we were never taught about food as fuel for our bodies. For us, food was happy, food was comfort, food was a release valve for our stress. We learned about nutrition in school, but by then it was almost too late. Then Hank came along, and he was the polar opposite. He had all these rules for the “right” way to eat. Take small bites. Put your fork down between mouthfuls. Chew your food forever before swallowing.

	FD: You said he and Emmett got along “at first.”

	AT: After we moved to Poway, Hank started to show a different side of him.

	FD: Different how?

	AT: Harsher, maybe? More judgmental? He began to make little comments about our weight.

	FD: The three of you?

	AT: Emmett and me mostly. Mom kept herself pretty trim in those days. When she wasn’t around he’d drop these little comments, basically saying that I was getting fat, that no man would want to marry me if I didn’t shape up.

	FD: Oh boy.

	AT: He was always on me about going out for sports, which I did. Then when I was training three times a week and still not losing weight, he accused me of not playing hard enough, being lazy. That was a big one for him—laziness. It really got under his skin.

	FD: Do you feel he was harder on you as a girl?

	AT: Oh yeah. It’s always harder for girls, for women. But he did it to Emmett too. And Emmett, he was sensitive like a girl. I don’t mean that in a stereotypical way. Just that he had that sensibility. Sometimes I think that counts for just as much.

	FD: What kind of things would Hank say to Emmett?

	AT: He’d encourage him to skip meals. Told him that if he was hungry he should drink a glass of water. Hank only ate once a day, usually a plate of Spam and rice. With Tabasco, always with Tabasco. He said one meal was all the body needed. One time Emmett was out sick from school and Hank agreed to stay home with him. Later when I went into Emmett’s room to check on him, he told me Hank hadn’t given him anything to eat all day. Nothing but water.

	FD: And your mom, did she have anything to say about that?

	AT: Oh, she was furious. I could hear her shouting from my room. “He’s five years old, for fuck sake! You can’t just starve him!” But Hank, he had a way of smoothing these things over, of making it seem like it was just a misunderstanding.

	FD: And was it a misunderstanding?

	AT: I want to think so. But then, I always got the sense that stuff was going on that Mom and I didn’t see.

	FD: How so?

	AT: For example, the day we found out Mom and Hank had eloped. We’d just come back from my dad’s house while they were vacationing in Palm Springs. Mom called me into Emmett’s room—

	FD: How old was Emmett then?

	AT: I was thirteen, so he would’ve been around… six?

	FD: Sorry, continue.

	AT: She sat us down on the bed and told us she and Hank had gotten married. I was happy for them, but Emmett… He just sort of collapsed and started sobbing. The look on his face… it was like he’d just been told his dog was dead. Mom and I looked at each other like, What the fuck? Neither of us expected it. Then Mom started crying too but was pretending not to. It was awful. After that I noticed Emmett getting heavier. More than just husky, I mean. Food started going missing around the house. Hank was constantly blaming him, but Emmett said it wasn’t him. Eventually I left for college in Santa Barbara. I felt so guilty leaving Emmett behind, but to be honest I needed a break from Hank myself. I was struggling with an eating disorder and was scared he was making it worse.

	FD: He was giving you a hard time about it?

	AT: [Laughing.] No. He kept telling me how great I looked, how proud of me he was for slimming down.

	FD: Oh, that’s… Sorry. Go on.

	AT: That first year of college I spent Thanksgiving with friends. But I came home for Christmas, and I was shocked. Emmett had gained like twenty pounds. In three months.

	FD: Did you ask him about it?

	AT: Mom said he was just going through a phase. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, so I let it go. But it wasn’t a phase. Whatever was happening between Hank and Emmett, it seemed like it had gotten much worse. I should’ve done something. It’s so obvious now. I should’ve gotten him out of that house.








CHAPTER 8

Emmett would have thrown out the letter with the junk mail and bank statements had he not noticed the Monstera logo poking out of the corner of the stack as his hand hovered over the trash can. He tore open the envelope and unfolded the letter tucked inside.


Dear Mr. Truesdale,

Thank you for your interest in participating in Monstera BioSciences’ Obexity™ Clinical Trial—Phase II. After reviewing your application, I’m delighted to inform you that you match the participant profile described in the study protocol, the first stage of trial qualification. Fewer than 2 percent of applicants make it this far. Congratulations!

To be cleared for participation, you must first undergo a medical assessment to ensure your body is “fit” enough to withstand the rigors of the trial.

We are partnering with Cronus Health to complete this process. Your medical assessment has been scheduled for 9 a.m. on Monday, April 24, at 3450 Bonita Rd., #109 in Chula Vista. Should you need to reschedule this appointment, please contact the facility directly.

Following your successful assessment, you will receive your enrollment paperwork, disclosures regarding the results of the Phase I trial, informed consent forms, and nondisclosure agreement. Carefully review all documentation, complete as requested, and return to us using the provided envelope as soon as possible.

Failure to do so may result in immediate disqualification.

Please contact me with any questions, and best of luck. I should hope to officially welcome you to the trial very soon.

With health and happiness,

Jenni Saito, PhD

Director, Product Development



With health and happiness. Emmett paused over the words. Dr. Saito had said something similar at the information session. As it had then, something about it gave him the creeps.

But Emmett was happy, probably for the first time since the humiliation of Harper’s birthday. He cringed, remembering how Abby had caught him stuffing his face in the kitchen, how he’d practically sprinted out of the house and ignored the texts she’d sent for days afterward, first concerned, then frustrated, then vaguely insulting, before circling back to concerned again.

Abby had never known the full extent of Emmett’s issues with food—not for her lack of trying, but how could he trust her when he never knew whether she was going to be on his side or against?

Lizette walked past him into the kitchen.

“What’s that?” she said, pulling a coconut water from the fridge.

“Nothing.” Emmett folded the letter back up.

Lizette gave him a teacherly look and with a sigh he handed it over.

“I was going to tell you,” he said as she read.

Finally she handed it back.

“You don’t have to tell me anything, Emmettito. I support you no matter what you do.”

“Really?” He smiled. “Thanks.”

Lizette called over her shoulder as she walked back to her room, “Just remember: when the apocalypse comes, the skinny bitches starve first.”





CHAPTER 9

The morning of the medical assessment arrived overcast, with a sickly chill of dread. Emmett’s gut churned with nausea as he punched the address of the medical office into Google Maps, partly because he’d obeyed orders to fast beforehand and partly from fear of the assessment. How long had it been since he’d seen a doctor? Three years? Four? How long would he have let it go if Monstera wasn’t forcing him?

Twenty minutes later, he took the off-ramp for Bonita Road and turned into the parking lot of a decrepit two-story commercial building. It was vaguely Spanish in style, mucky brown and sagging around the edges.

He found unit 109 and entered a small lobby, similarly shabby and decorated with Francisco de Goya prints. His entry interrupted a woman eating behind the desk. The steak in her breakfast burrito was practically raw in the middle. Blood oozed, dribbling down her chin as her eyes lifted to meet his. “Sorry.” She dragged a napkin across her face. “Name?”

“Emmett Truesdale.”

“Sign in, please. I’ll let Dr. Halleck know you’re here.”

Emmett sat down a moment later with the clipboard of medical questionnaires. The questions were endless, intrusive. Do you have any conditions? Had any surgeries? Take any medications? Do you smoke, drink, use marijuana or cocaine? Emmett answered no to pretty much everything. On a checklist of some forty medical symptoms, he marked just one: Weight gain.

Fifteen minutes after his scheduled appointment time, a nurse came to take him back. She took his weight—323 pounds, a staggering number even to him—then led him into a small wan exam room and measured his blood pressure. The cuff bound his arm so tightly it seemed possible that it might crush his bones to splinters.

The Velcro crackled as the nurse detached it. She’d barely spoken, her eyes matte and empty as she lumbered for the door. “Doctor will be right in.”

Emmett sat, fingers laced between his jittering knees. A clock tick, tick, ticked on the wall. Beneath it, a row of laminated medical posters. Diagrams of skinless musculature and viscera, caterwauling the devastating impacts of smoking, hypertension, and high cholesterol. One, focused on diabetes, depicted an obese man, his organs and arteries visible through transparent skin. Each was affected by the disease in a new, more heinous way. Vision problems. Cardiovascular complications. Kidney damage. Nerve damage. Stroke. Amputation. Even death. The man’s round face smiling all the while, dead-eyed and oblivious.

A knock at the door. Emmett put his phone away, and a gut-wrenchingly handsome man came in—thick hair swished back, bronzed skin stark against the whiteness of his coat. Emmett smirked, reminded of Joey Tribbiani as Dr. Drake Ramoray on the Friends version of Days of Our Lives.

“I’m Dr. Halleck.” His tone neutralized Emmett’s amusement at once. His eyes conveyed a combination of seriousness and censure, despite having not yet seen Emmett’s medical chart.

He grabbed it from the back of the door and flipped through it. “You’re here for a clinical trial assessment, yes?”

“Yes.”

The doctor shook his head minutely as he scanned down the page, exuding a kind of bored, emotionless disgust. “Very heavy. I’m sure you know that. BMI of forty-three. That’s Class Three obesity. Do you know what that means?”

“I—”

“Morbid obesity.”

Even death.

“Hopefully the trial will help with that.” Emmett’s insides were a cold soup of shame. Halleck looked at him askance, as if he didn’t totally approve of miracle weight loss solutions.

“Are you aware you can lose weight through diet and exercise?”

Emmett almost laughed; was that a joke? “I have heard that, actually.”

“You’ve tried?”

“So many times.”

“What went wrong?”

Emmett knew this was the part where he was meant to blame himself: his inability to grasp the fundamentals of good nutrition, his dearth of willpower, his superhuman love for the taste of high-fructose corn syrup.

“I have an eating disorder,” he said.

Halleck paused, taken aback.

“Sorry,” Emmett said. “It wasn’t an option on the questionnaire, but—”

“Which disorder?”

“I don’t know, it’s never been formally diagnosed. Binge eating maybe? Compulsive overeating?”

“If it’s never been diagnosed, then how do you know you have a disorder?”

“Because my eating is,” Emmett said, “disordered?”

The lack of diagnosis bothered Emmett as much as it clearly did Halleck. Back when he was still going in for checkups, he’d asked several times for help controlling his eating, only to be referred again and again to nutritionists and dieticians, to be treated each and every time to the same lecture about healthy choices. More lean meats, fruits, and vegetables. Less refined carbohydrates, saturated fats, and sugar. Salad, nuts, and whole grain good. Burgers, pizza, and ice cream baaaaad.

Did they really think he didn’t know that? Or did his doctors simply think he was incapable of understanding, that the vessels of his brain were too gummed up with accumulated fat for the information to reach the processing centers of his cerebral cortex? On a good day it was irritating; on a bad day, he craved violence. The problem wasn’t that he didn’t know that an apple was healthier than a Snickers. His problem was the Hunger that didn’t care.

This was not to be confused with the little-h hunger, the body’s signal that it required sustenance. This Hunger was not physical at all, but a compulsion fired straight from the synapses of his brain. It repeated every few hours whether he was hungry or not—typically manifesting as a one-two punch of craving: for salt and fat, then sugar. Burrito, then cereal. Pizza, then gelato. Tacos, then churros. Cheeseburger, then birthday cake. Never just a little bit either, never a bite or a taste. It had to be enough to fill him, stretch the walls of his stomach, even make him feel like he was going to be sick. Like at Harper’s party. What started as a gentle nudge of desire would steadily ramp up the longer he held out. Eventually it was throwing itself around his head, a wild, thrashing animal of a thing. A thing not just to be placated, but feared.

At the worst of times, Emmett felt like if he didn’t eat, he would die.

But mostly it never got to that point. If he wasn’t actively dieting, he’d satisfy his cravings as soon as they came, usually every two or three hours, snacking, sipping, feeding the beast. At times he ate so consistently he rarely felt physically hungry at all. He might not binge like he had at Chris’s house for weeks, even months at a time.

In a way that was worse. The mindfuck of it. He’d find himself questioning whether the Hunger was still there, whether it had ever been real in the first place. Maybe he’d imagined the whole thing, he would think. Maybe he didn’t have an undiagnosed eating disorder. Maybe he was exactly what the world insisted he was: lazy, mindless, braindead, weak-willed. Lard-ass. Slob. Fat shit. Monster.

Whatever Emmett was, he was desperate for help. Even more than a diagnosis, he’d begged his doctors for a referral to an in-network eating disorder specialist. He’d seen therapists on his own, as many times as his employee assistance program would allow, but even the ones claiming expertise in the subject had only worked with patients with anorexia and bulimia. Emmett had been excited to identify one LMFT who actually specialized in binge-eating disorder—whose “calling is to help people struggling with intrusive, food-related thoughts and compulsions find relief from the mental burden of preoccupation about food and their bodies”—until he learned she charged $400 per hour and didn’t take his health insurance.

So much for her fucking calling.

The doctor before Halleck had been the first to grant Emmett’s request, albeit reluctantly, and after two months of dithering, the health system had at last given in and scheduled him with one of their clinical therapists.

Sandra was gentle and kind, maybe too much so. When Emmett complained he wasn’t making any progress with his eating, she responded with reassurances like “You have to stop being so hard on yourself” and “Just the fact that you’re here shows that you are making progress.” Required to keep notes of everything he was saying, she didn’t stop typing the entire session, her eyes flitting between him and her monitor as he recounted the traumatic incident he had rarely spoken about before, and which she didn’t seem to know what to do with. She urged him to attend their healthy-eating support group, but he didn’t want to be supported by fat people and the average-bodied White women who shouldered their way in; he wanted to be supported by the medical community who never stopped making him feel like he was on the brink of death and bringing society down with him.

It didn’t surprise him to eventually learn that Sandra wasn’t an eating disorder specialist at all. The health system had decided that because his BMI was then under forty, he didn’t warrant specialist help, just had “poor dietary habits,” just needed “education.” The therapy lasted all of two months. Another weight loss failure to add to the list.

In the exam room of Cronus Health, Halleck glossed quickly over the topic of Emmett’s disordered eating. “Research shows sugar can be as addictive as opiates. If you’re struggling with cravings, you should get off it.”

“Just ‘get off it’? Like, cold turkey?”

“Sooner the better.”

“Is there anything you can give me to help with that?”

Halleck snorted. “What, like methadone for sugar addicts?”

Emmett faltered, first embarrassed and then annoyed. Was that so crazy? Hadn’t he just said sugar was as addictive as opiates?

The doctor dropped his gaze back to his clipboard. “If you’re craving sweets, try plain yogurt with fruit.” He flashed a smile. “I like strawberries.”

Yogurt with strawberries. Thanks for the pro tip, Doc.

Emmett had noted on his questionnaire that he had no family history of heart disease or diabetes that he knew about. “You’re lucky,” Halleck said. “Genetics are one of the highest risk factors for those conditions.” He dismissed the occasional prickle in Emmett’s feet as the product of low-quality shoes and ordered him to sit on the exam table.

The wax-paper covering crinkled underneath him. Halleck examined Emmett’s heart, eyes, ears, and throat. Asked him to lie back and dug into his abdomen with the gloved spade of his hand. “Fine,” he said, stepping back and peeling off his gloves. “Do you check your testicles for lumps?”

Emmett sat up. “Not—not regularly, no.”

Halleck sighed, rolling his head. “Pull down your pants.” He gloved up again.

Emmett froze in the glare of Halleck’s cold attractiveness. Not because he feared becoming aroused. He didn’t need to get a boner for his body to humiliate him.

He got to his feet, unbuckled his belt, and pulled down his shorts. When Halleck nodded impatiently, Emmett slid his boxers down too.

He couldn’t see his penis over his belly, not without bending forward, but he could feel it: scrunched, sluglike, stuck against his scrotum. He could smell his sweaty musk. Fat boy stinks.

Halleck turned his head away as he conducted the examination. He couldn’t rip the gloves off fast enough once he was done.

“Have you been fasting?”

“Yeah.” Emmett cinched his belt, avoiding Halleck’s eye.

“No food? Nothing but water for the last twelve hours?”

“I’ve been fasting,” Emmett said.

“Fine. While you’re here, we should take some blood. Monstera wants to run a full panel. We should probably also check your A1C to make sure you’re not diabetic. Someone will be in.”

“Hopefully with warmer hands,” Emmett tossed out. To his surprise, the doctor looked back and laughed.

Emmett’s satisfaction curdled as he noticed Halleck’s teeth: stained red at the gums, bloody, as if he’d been flossing. Or like the receptionist, eating raw meat.

Strawberries, Emmett told himself. He said he likes them.

But the initial shock of it remained, his appetite gone.
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etruesdale94 As a person of size, it can feel like the specter of chronic illness is all around you. On TV, on social media, even in the doctor’s office, you’re constantly being fed messages (no pun intended) that diabetes and heart disease are coming for you, and when they finally get you, it’ll be your fault for eating all those Big Macs and Krispy Kreme donuts.

It’s constant, it’s frightening, it’s probably something you’d rather not think about. It’s the monster under the bed and the elephant in the room.

I’ll be honest: I’m terrified of getting diabetes, even though it doesn’t run in my family and I’m not high risk because of my ethnicity. I don’t know when the fear developed. It was a gradual process, I guess, a slow accumulation like the fat on my body. A different kind of weight I carry. Sometimes it feels equally heavy. [image: Emoji: Pensive face.]

I think that’s part of the reason I’ve stayed away from doctors for so long. I was scared they’d tell me I had it, and then I would be one of “those people.” Don’t get me wrong—I don’t judge anyone who has diabetes or any other chronic illness, even if your lifestyle is the main reason.

But the truth is, there are people out there who WILL judge you for being sick. Some may even take pleasure in your sickness. They might look at you and think, “This is what you deserve—heart attack, kidney disease, nerve damage, amputation. This is what you get for being fat.”

They say health is a human right. The problem is, not everyone sees fat people as human. [image: Emoji: Pensive face.] [image: Emoji: Pensive face.] [image: Emoji: Pensive face.]

Nevertheless! I’m here at the doctor’s office for the first time in YEARS—not totally by choice, I admit, but let’s not get into all that now—and although I’m nervous about what the doctor might find, and how badly he’ll probably scold me even if I’m okay, I know it’s good that I’m sitting here. I’m young enough that probably nothing too bad will come up, but even just knowing my risk factors will help me stay on track.

It’s so important for all of us, but especially us bigger people, to keep on top of our health. We can’t control other people or the world around us, but one thing we can control is our choices. [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.]
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CHAPTER 10

Emmett and Lizette had the day off and decided for once to make something of it. “How about the zoo?” he said as they threw around ideas, a proposal they swiftly rejected after googling ticket prices.

“Maybe Balboa, though. I think they still do Resident Free Tuesdays.”

Emmett agreed, and an hour later they arrived at Balboa Park, the National Historic Landmark of arts and culture venues, gardens, and walking trails spread over 1,200 acres of green space, best known for its central complex of museums, fountain plazas, and pavilions.

The day was chilly and overcast, the sky a soft and drowsy gray—the kind of weather that thin Californians complained about but that suited Emmett’s well-insulated constitution perfectly. There was no parking in any of the inner lots, so they abandoned Lizette’s SUV in the zoo lot and walked over. Phone open to Pokémon GO, Emmett tracked a Dewgong down the palm-lined promenade of El Prado as Lizette, also engrossed in her device, read off the attractions that offered free admission on the fourth Tuesday of the month. “Museum of Photographic Arts, San Diego Railroad Museum, Japanese Friendship Garden…”

On either side of them passed the park’s iconic historic buildings, light tan and richly ornamented in Spanish baroque style, their covered walkways bordered with arches, carved columns, and wrought-iron chandeliers.

“Oh, and Museum of Us,” she said.

“Let’s do that.”

They headed west toward the museum courtyard. California Tower, attached to the museum like a steepled phallus, speared the sky as they approached. Emmett looked up to admire it: the three tiers framed by arches and intricate carvings, the vibrant blue-and-yellow-tiled dome matching the more expansive one rising over the main building. The museum offered guided tours of the tower for an additional fee, but Emmett had never done one. He wasn’t afraid of heights—he used to love roller coasters back when he could fit on them—but rather of how grotesque he’d look after climbing five flights of stairs to the public viewing deck more than halfway up the tower.

The pair entered the museum, showed their IDs to the ticket seller, and went in. The main hall was airy and palatial, white walls flowing up into soaring arches and the octagonal opening of the magnificent dome.

Growing up, Emmett had known it as the Museum of Man. The name change had been controversial—a capitulation to political correctness, some said—but Emmett liked the inclusivity of “Us,” a theme that carried through the museum’s exhibits. Past the towering carved stelae of a Mayan peoples exhibition were others dedicated to the humanitarian crisis at the U.S.-Mexico border, Southern California lesbiana, and the culture of the Kumeyaay Nation, on whose “unceded ancestral homeland the museum acknowledges it resides.” As they passed Race: Are We So Different? Emmett found himself imagining what a similar display dedicated to fat might look like, wondering if it deserved a place here. Was it fair to compare fatness to race, sex, nationality, queerness? Many would argue fatness was a lifestyle choice, not an identity. Body type wasn’t even a protected class. In the eyes of the law, discriminating against fat people was still fair game.

The pair moved deeper through the maze of exhibition halls into a section of the museum so dusty and forsaken they wondered if they’d wandered beyond the boundaries of public access. Perhaps not. Here was another exhibition, one they hadn’t seen on the map. Its lurid subject felt oddly out of sync with the rest of the museum.


SAVAGE HUNGER

A History of Cannibalism



“Oh hell yeah,” Lizette said, throwing Emmett off as he tried to hold her back.

“Lizette, wait.” He didn’t want to go. He had a weak stomach for the ghoulish and macabre. But she disappeared inside, forcing him to follow.

At the end of a hallway lined with images of pop culture cannibals—Patrick Bateman, Hannibal Lecter, Sweeney Todd—he emerged into a space somewhat more mundane than the exhibition’s name had suggested. Staid exhibits composed of text-heavy panels told a story dating back to the Crusades of the dehumanization of alleged “man-eaters”—often a ploy by European nations to subjugate foreign peoples and justify their enslavement. One panel described the dismay of the Spanish conquistadors after marching on Tenochtitlan and observing the Aztec rituals of removing and eating hearts. A glass case displayed a handful of weapons used by the inhabitants of Erromango, an island off of modern-day Vanuatu, which British explorer Captain Cook had attempted to land on and, after being driven off with violent force, claimed was inhabited by “savage cannibals.”

“This is boring as fuck,” Lizette said.

“Can we get out of here?”

Emmett scooted her along, but he slowed as he noticed an oil painting in an ornate gilt frame.

The subject—an English nobleman, chubby by modern standards, grotesque when he lived—was pale and corpse-like in his expression, his face textured with delicate craquelure. The white ruffle at his neck, bright against his dark costume and the dingy background, was flecked with blood, which also dribbled from the corner of his mouth and gave him the look of a seventeenth-century vampire. A glass vial and goblet rested on a table, adding interest to the bottom corner.

Emmett’s eyes scanned down the text beside the portrait.


Sir Percival Blount, 1st Baronet of Devonshire (1642–1671), is among the lesser-known figures of cannibalistic history, but was infamous in Stuart-period Britain for his claims of having regularly consumed the bodies of commoners.

After seeking medical treatment for chronic pain and fatigue, Blount claimed to have received from his apothecary a medicinal tonic that cured his condition but left him ravenous for human flesh. He asserted that he had murdered and eaten several men and women, even his servant’s young son, who had recently disappeared from the grounds of Blount’s estate.

Because of Blount’s status as a European nobleman—the opposite of the prevailing image of the uncivilized brown-skinned cannibal—the claims were largely treated as an eccentric joke. Still, he continued to espouse the health benefits of consuming human meat until he was found dead at age twenty-six, stabbed to death by the mother of the vanished child.

Prior to his murder, Blount commissioned an unknown artist to complete Portrait of a Man-eater as a wry celebration of his own self-professed depravity.



“All right now,” Lizette said, standing behind Emmett. “This dude I fuck with.”

“Wouldn’t be my first choice, but I can’t really afford to be picky.”

She rolled her eyes.

Finished with the exhibition, they completed their circuit of the museum before heading back toward the front, passing a few people on their way in. A voice rang through the hall like the sound of church bells tolling through the courtyard outside.

“Emmett? Is that you?”

He turned to face the speaker. As if a floodlight had been tripped in Emmett’s mind, a blast of recognition lit him up and stopped him in his tracks.

“Aaron.”

“My god, you—” Aaron broke off, and Emmett’s mind filled in the rest. You look terrible. You gained so much weight. A dagger of shame buried itself in the chafed red crease under his breast. “It’s so good to see you.” His eyes on Emmett’s hair.

“I know, I need to dye it.”

“What, no you don’t.” Aaron’s horrified expression suggested he’d misheard: I need to diet. His ear following his mind’s train of thought.

Emmett wanted to disappear, but also keep looking forever. Whatever attractiveness Emmett had shed in the past five years, his former crush had gained double. It was the same Aaron but a shinier, more grown-up version. His once-shoulder-length hair was cropped short, his button-down and chinos crisp and well fitted. He’d put on ten or twenty pounds but wore it well; his was less a body gone to seed than one settled into its optimal weight.

“I thought you moved back East,” Emmett said.

“I tried. Living here ruined me for New York winters.” He noticed Lizette and introduced himself. “Hi there, I’m Aaron.”

“Lizette, and I know exactly who you are.”

Aaron fought a smile.

“Are you taking advantage of Resident Free Tuesday too?” Emmett said, eager to change the subject.

“Actually, I work here. I run the education department.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Can I show you guys around? Maybe give you a tour up California Tower? It’s a great day for it.”

“Maybe you can show Emmett your bells,” Lizette joked.

“They do sound like bells, don’t they?” Aaron said professionally. “It’s actually a carillon, an instrument of chimes struck by hammers controlled from a preprogrammed keyboard. The sound is amplified electronically and projected across the park. Want to see? Come on, I’ll show you.”

“But we didn’t buy the add-on,” Emmett said.

Aaron winked. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

Before Emmett could object, Aaron was already leading them toward the stairs up to the tower, explaining to Lizette how the carillon could be programmed to play pop songs like “Sweet Caroline” and “California Dreamin’.” Emmett panicked, imagining himself sweating, panting, clutching the walls as he scaled the tower. Bad enough in front of strangers, but in front of Aaron? He’d rather throw himself off the public viewing deck.

Aaron was leading them up a flight of tiled stairs the color of drying blood. The carillon tolled ominously. Dong! Dong! Dong!

“I can’t do this,” Emmett erupted.

They stopped on the stairs to regard him.

“Sorry, but I—I’m afraid of heights.”

“No you’re not, shut up,” Lizette said.

“Yes, I am.”

Her expression flattened; she knew him well enough to know what he was doing. No doubt he’d hear about it later.

“Too bad,” Aaron said. “Lizette, how about you?”

Emmett answered for her: “We should probably go. MOPA’s showing a movie we wanted to catch.”

“Right. Okay.” Slightly deflated, Aaron came back down. “I should probably get back to work anyway.”

Lizette threw Emmett a look as they headed back toward the exit.

“Well, it was great running into you,” Aaron said, pausing before the entrance vestibule.

“Really great.” Emmett both meant it and didn’t. As much as he hated Aaron’s seeing him like this, his heart throbbed with a familiar ache at the thought of their parting.

“You two should get together sometime,” Lizette said. “Maybe you could give Emmett some career advice.”

“Oh, where are you teaching?”

Emmett could kill her. He had no choice now but to admit to his disastrous student-teaching experience. Condensed to a few sentences, it made him sound even more pathetic. “I’d love to get back into education, though. Maybe something like you do, working for a nonprofit.”

“Totally. Well, I’d be happy to hook up sometime, take a look at your résumé.”

Emmett’s heart lifted. “That’d be great.”

They exchanged numbers and Aaron put a hand on Emmett’s arm. His flesh prickled with the memory of that night outside the house party. You are so fucking cute.

“We’ll talk soon,” Aaron said. “See you later. Enjoy the film!”

Emmett and Lizette exchanged a smile as they turned and left the museum. “Did you hear that?” she said. “He wants to ‘hook up’ with you sometime.”

“He didn’t mean it like that.”

“You don’t know. Shoot your shot, see what happens.”

“Yeah right. Look at him and look at me. The only thing I’m shooting is myself if I’m not approved for this clinical trial.”

Because as much as he didn’t want his mind to go there, it had already galloped off to the land of fantasy: a few months on, the trial a huge success, weight falling off him like discarded clothes. Emmett would soon be back down to his grad school size, confident enough this time to make the move he hadn’t before. A flirty compliment returned. A stray touch met with a kiss.

Running into Aaron had done something to Emmett. Stirred something bright and aching in his soul. Despite everything telling him not to, he couldn’t help but hope.





CHAPTER 11

The following day it was Emmett’s turn to open. The peacefulness of the nearly empty store almost made up for the early start—that and a chance run-in with Myra, a regular with whom he’d become friendly. He found her in a grocery aisle straining for the top shelf, knees rattling as she gripped her mobility scooter for support. “Let me get that,” Emmett said, hurrying over. “You sit.”

A nod. She lowered herself back onto the seat with a groan of effort.

“How many bottles today?”

“Two please, young man. Nice young man.” She could never seem to remember his name, no matter how often they met like this. “I’m making fish sticks.”

A surprisingly normal combo, he thought. Known among the staff as Cocktail Sauce Lady for her obsession with the condiment, Myra had regaled Emmett on multiple occasions with its many applications—not just on seafood but fries, chicken wings, pork chops, salads, sandwiches, even swigged straight from the bottle. Judging by her frequent visits, she seemed to get through at least four bottles a week. Target wasn’t the cheapest, but her apartment was just across the street.

“Sounds delicious,” Emmett said.

He loaded her up and sent her on her way.

As usual, things picked up around midmorning, keeping him off his phone until he clocked out for lunch. He’d missed a call from Cronus Health, but made out from the badly transcribed voicemail that his blood results were in.

This was it, the big yes or no.

Avoiding the crowded breakroom, he stepped outside where he wouldn’t be overheard. After an overcast morning, it was a perfect day. Palm fronds swished overhead, leafy green against clear azure blue. The call rang three times before a voice answered.

“Hi, I missed a call from Dr. Halleck?”

“I believe he’s with a patient. I can leave a note for him to call you—”

“Can you check please? Sorry, it’s kind of urgent.”

Why was he apologizing? His obesity was urgent enough when they were scolding him for it; why not when he was seeking treatment? Why did he always feel like an inconvenience, a lesser priority than those with “real” medical issues?

The receptionist transferred the call, and Halleck answered on the first ring.

“I’ve only got a minute. Something came up in your A1C results.”

“Which one’s that again?”

“A1C measures your average blood sugar levels over the past three months. A normal A1C level is below 5.7 percent. Anything above 6.5 indicates diabetes. Your A1C came in at—”

A plane flew overhead. Emmett couldn’t have heard what he thought he heard.

“Sorry, did you say—”

“Eight-point-nine,” Halleck repeated.

Emmett’s stomach dropped. “You’re saying… I have diabetes?”

“Almost enough for two.”

The silence welcomed a horrible, gushing dread. His eyes welled with tears. He faced the building to hide them from the drivers circling the side parking lot.

It had happened, the thing he’d dreaded more than anything. The ambient terror he had lived with for years, crystallized at last into flashing, bladelike reality.

The thought occurred like a cruel joke: You always wanted a diagnosis to go with your obesity. Now you have one.

True to form, Halleck reminded Emmett of the potentially fatal health impacts, but already his tears were slowing, the gushing dread bobbing back down his chest. He couldn’t pretend to be surprised by the news; it was probably inevitable. On some level, Emmett felt, it was what he deserved.

“Will I have to take insulin?”

“Only as a last resort. You want to try managing it first. It’s possible to reverse the effects just through diet and exercise. If your A1C’s still up in three months, we can try you on metformin—”

“So I guess the clinical trial…” There was a wobble in Emmett’s voice, the emotion rebounding. He’d been so close to freeing himself, so close to being happy. Of all the fat fucks competing for a place in the trial, why did this have to happen to him?

“It should help,” Halleck said, “but you should still change your diet.”

“Sorry. You said—”

“The trial. You still want to do it, don’t you?”

“Yes. Yes, of course but… this doesn’t disqualify me?”

“Why would it?”

“I don’t know, I just—” The realization clubbed him over the head. “So I’m approved?”

“I’ll send the paperwork to Monstera this afternoon. I have to go—”

“Just one more—”

“If you have questions, call the receptionist and make another appointment.” The line went dead.

Asshole, Emmett thought.

But the irritation burned off like the morning gloom. Despite the roller coaster of emotions Halleck had put him through, Emmett was smiling.

Only as he returned to the store did it sink in. So much was riding on the outcome of this trial. Not just his weight and his finances and his fragile dream of rekindling things with Aaron, but now his quality of life too.

Perhaps he had every reason to hope, but he’d also never had more to lose.





CHAPTER 12

The official congratulations came in a thick white envelope delivered to Emmett’s home. The trial would commence with the inpatient gene therapy procedure, provisionally scheduled for May 8—just a few days away—at the Cronus Health Medical Complex in San Marcos, pending timely receipt of his signed paperwork. Reams of it were enclosed: enrollment forms, medical waivers, a compensation contract, direct deposit forms, a nondisclosure agreement requiring his notarized consent.

Emmett would be kept under strict confidentiality—no social media posts mentioning the trial, not a word to friends or family. He was permitted to confide in only one emergency contact, in case he should find himself incapacitated and unable to communicate details of the trial to EMTs. They too would have to provide a notarized signature.

He thought about it overnight and asked Lizette (leaving out the bit about incapacitation). He probably should have chosen a family member, but he still couldn’t bear the thought of their judgment or, worse, their support. It would only heighten their disappointment when it all went to shit.

So that he could say he’d done his due diligence, he paged through the enclosed seventy-page report disclosing the results of the Phase I trial, which had taken place the previous year and involved twenty-eight participants between the ages of eighteen and seventy-four. The report was written in dense scientific prose presented in lengthy single-spaced paragraphs broken up only by the odd line graph or scatter chart illustrating fluctuations in this hormone or that triglyceride. One graph seemed to show a gradual decline in participants’ blood sugar levels, which Emmett took as good news for his diabetes. So much so that he gave a pass to the less auspicious findings, for example that participants had reported “increased incidence of short-term memory loss” and “side effects including nausea, vomiting, abdominal pain, diarrhea, IBS, and IED.” Emmett recognized the acronym for irritable bowel syndrome, but IED? Improvised explosive device? Industrial emissions directive? Intermittent explosive disorder, a “condition marked by frequent impulsive outbursts of anger, aggression, or violence”? That couldn’t be right, could it?

None of it sounded great, but every drug had potential side effects, and only a handful of participants seemed to have been affected. Measured against how much better his life would be if Obexity really worked, the potential side effects were barely a consideration.

Having flicked quickly through the rest of the report, he completed his signatures, went with Lizette to get the NDA notarized, sealed the forms in the provided envelope, and dropped them into the outgoing mailbox. It was a weight off his shoulders.

Another remained.

So far he had told only two people about his diabetes. His mom had been compassionate and sympathetic on the phone, reminding him that there was so much good medicine out there these days, that it was perfectly manageable. “It’s not like it used to be,” she said.

“When Sylvia was diagnosed, you mean?” His father’s late sister had been playing on his mind ever since his mom had dropped the bomb in his Instagram comments that diabetes ran in his family. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“I did.”

“No you didn’t. I’m terrified of diabetes, I would’ve remembered.”

“I did, Emmett,” she insisted, an edge in her voice. “I’m sure I did.”

Lizette, frustratingly, had treated the diagnosis like a rite of passage.

“Welcome to the club,” she said, working at her sewing machine as Emmett stood in the doorway of her bedroom. She’d been diagnosed with type 1 at the age of five.

“Don’t say that,” he snapped. “It’s not a joke.”

“Sorry.” She didn’t sound it, turning the garment and feeding it back through the machine she controlled with a foot pedal. “I just think you’re taking this a little too seriously.”

“And maybe you’re taking it too lightly. Should you even be drinking that?” Emmett nodded at the half-empty Vitamin Water bottle on her sewing table.

“Girl, you’ve been diabetic, what, all of a day? Get back to me in twenty years and tell me how easy it is to live sugar-free in this country.”

The disagreement left Emmett more determined than ever to improve his diet and set the right example for Lizette. He took Dr. Halleck’s advice and went off sugar cold turkey: no sweets, no sugary drinks or coffees, no breads, soups, sauces, or salad dressing that contained added sugars. He cut way back on carbs and dutifully filled the pantry with raw almonds, canned tuna, and bland whole wheat crackers. He anesthetized his sugar cravings with apples and berries and artificial sweeteners, and made filling dinners packed with vegetables and lean meats and reasonable quantities of extra virgin olive oil.

But though his belly was full, he finished each meal possessed of a chemical urgency that begged at him like a wound in need of closing. He almost couldn’t tell where his physical hunger ended and the other began, the dissonant cries of his body, mind, and heart harmonizing in a single, terrible scream.

Anyway, who cared if he was “bad” for a few more days? The Phase I documents said Obexity lowered blood sugar. Even Dr. Halleck had agreed it would probably help.

Everything would be fine. The most important thing was to keep up his strength before the procedure.

It wasn’t long now. The preparations were all made—he’d managed to bribe Jazz into covering his shifts while he was out, and Lizette had agreed to drive him—but he realized he knew virtually nothing about the procedure itself. Maybe he had missed it in the paperwork he’d received. But even as he scoured the documents, he couldn’t find more than a sentence or two about what he was in for.

He left a voicemail with Monstera’s participant hotline, but no one called him back. Cronus Health claimed the details were “proprietary” and told him to get in touch with Monstera.

Researching gene therapy procedures online, Emmett learned they typically involved a vector—a carrier of therapeutic genetic material—being administered to the patient either by injection or IV before going to work on the patient’s cells.

So, worst-case scenario, it was a shot. That didn’t sound too bad.

But what kind of shot required an overnight stay?

The night before the procedure, Emmett was restless, adjusting the tube of his CPAP with each toss and turn. He couldn’t settle. Bella moved down to the corner of the bed, practically giving him side-eye.

After drifting off sometime around 4 a.m., he dreamt vividly. A repeat of the nightmare from weeks before, in which he’d lain awake on an operating table as surgeons hacked away his fat. This time it culminated not in the removal of his brain, but his still-beating heart. Emmett begged them to put it back.

“Don’t worry, sport,” replied the masked surgeon, the organ pumping in his gloved hand. It was thick-walled and cancerous with fatty deposits, oozing blood between his fingers like red velvet syrup. “You won’t be needing this much longer.” Sliding a finger under the top of his mask, he pulled it down over his gaping mouth and sank his teeth in—a deep, squelching champ.

He chewed and gulped, blood leaking from the corners of his grin.

“The trial’s about to begin.”





CHAPTER 13

The Cronus Health Medical Complex was a moldering artifact of 1970s architecture, a compound of dull cream stonework and tinted black glass, impenetrable enough to hide atrocities. Emmett gazed up from the passenger seat of Lizette’s SUV, dismayed. He’d expected something ultramodern like the Monstera building, not rust-stained and dilapidated, like a relic from a bygone era.

They deposited the SUV in the parking structure and checked in at the front desk. It was just as old-fashioned and sterile inside, the waiting room empty but for a couple of patients squeezed into too-small seats: a woman eating fried chicken straight from the bucket, a man staring at the wall, tongue circling his red chapped mouth. Cracked, mottled purple skin stretched like scales over the sacs of fluid hanging off their enormous legs.

The pair reminded Emmett of My 600-Lb. Life, a show he loved, hated, and hated himself for loving. Worse than a guilty pleasure, it was a guilty pain, in which he routinely indulged to feel better about himself. Peering into the half-lives of the shows’ stars—trapped not only inside their bodies but their mobile homes, too big to bathe themselves and wipe their own asses—was strangely validating. Their bodies made his feel tiny in comparison. Their lived realities made his less empty and pathetic. They reaffirmed his humanity by allowing the cameras to strip them of theirs. Sitting beside Lizette, he watched his fellow patients like he watched those shows: feeling a greasy combination of sad, smug, guilty, and cruel. Afraid that if he didn’t change he’d end up just like them. Beginning to suspect that on some level, he and they were already the same.

After a few minutes a nurse emerged. Youngish. Pretty. “Emmett Truesdale? We’re ready for you now.”

He and Lizette rose. “I’ll be waiting right here.” She hugged him hard, her breasts like lead weights against his. “Everything will be fine—”

“You have to leave,” said the nurse.

“What? I can’t just sit here?” Lizette said.

“I thought my emergency contact was allowed—” Emmett began.

“The treatment is proprietary. We’ll call you when the patient is ready to be picked up.” The nurse’s stare was glassy and intense, her lips glossy and very slightly red. “Emmett Truesdale?” she repeated. “We’re ready for you now.”

“I’m right here.”

“I don’t like this,” Lizette said.

“It’s fine. Just go home, I’ll be fine.”

“I’ll find somewhere nearby. I want to stay close until I know you’re okay.” She gave him another hug, one eye still trained on the nurse. “Love you.”

“Love you.”

As she finally escaped through the sliding doors, Emmett felt a sudden urge to run after her. His heartbeat quickened. All the nervousness he’d pushed off until this moment rolled back now like an ocean swell, submerging him in dark, rushing terror. The only way out was to submit to it, let it chew him up and spit him out.

He turned to the nurse.

Her smile was fixed, anemic. “Emmett Truesdale? We’re ready for you now.”



In the exam room, the pre-op preparations had the rushed, destabilizing feeling of being shunted through airport security. Brusque instructions. Grim expressions. Authority he dared not question.

Take your clothes off. Put this on. Sit down. Give me your arm. No one paused to explain what was happening, no one cared if he understood.

The nurse checked his blood pressure, his heart rate, the stethoscope biting cold against his chest. What’s going to happen? What’s that needle for? No answer. The Black, modelesque anesthesiologist—Emmett knew this only by the title listed on her name badge—took his arm and laid it flat. A jab—no warning, no apology. He cried out, clenching the edge of the hospital bed, then drifted. The drugs were already working through him, drip-dripping through the IV, coating his anxiety in sweet, syrupy fatigue. He blinked in and out of consciousness.

Next thing he knew, someone was pushing his hospital bed out of the room. Where were they going? Was it already time? Emmett couldn’t speak, incapacitated but awake. Shouldn’t he be asleep by now?

They barreled down a hall of open doorways, a scene of horror through each one. A patient screaming and ripping an IV out of her arm (sharp turn). A man biting a nurse’s shoulder as she restrained him, drawing blood (sharp turn).

Imagining it. He had to be. His perception addled by the drugs.

An elevator swallowed them, then bore them up.

The temperature rose, as if they weren’t rising but plummeting beyond the basement level, down toward the earth’s molten core. Sweat dribbled from Emmett’s temples, drenched his armpits. The word infernal flashed dully across his mind.

The doors slid open.

The room before them was dark, cave-like, windows blacked out. Silent.

Slowly the nurse pushed forward, wheels stuttering out a high-pitched squeal.

She delivered him to a spotlit operating table surrounded by a masked surgical team. His nightmare willed into stark, gut-churning reality. He tried to object as they transferred him to the table, but he couldn’t form words.

“The patient’s still awake,” said the male surgeon to the anesthesiologist. “How many times have I told you, these big ones need more juice.”

“I’ll take him back—”

“Forget it. Gas and local are good enough. They never remember much anyway.”

A plastic mask like on Emmett’s CPAP closed over his nose, pumping the sedative straight to his brain. The fog around him thickened. Hands rolled him onto his side.

The prick of the needle was a dim, faraway concern. A warm throb bloomed across his hip.

“Scalpel.”

The instrument glinted in the surgical light as the surgeon took it.

“Making incision above posterior iliac crest.”

Emmett didn’t feel it or what their fingers were doing inside the opening, only heard it: the scream of the power drill, the gnashing of metal on bone.

A large needle and syringe passed over him. “Beginning extraction.”

This Emmett felt: a sharp sting of pressure penetrating deep into his hip bone. A probing, scraping, sucking violation. He’d read about this. They had to collect stem cells from his marrow to create the vector. The extracted material, bloody and thick, dribbled into a plastic bag.

Fading in and out, Emmett couldn’t keep hold of time. It passed, maybe minutes or hours or days. Then someone was applying gauze, another hooking the bag on an IV pole.

It swung, puckered and gelatinous, like a sack of raspberry jam. Two tubes trailed from it, one smaller, one thick.

“Virus.”

A fresh syringe passed over Emmett’s head, a little one filled with clear blue liquid. The surgeon fitted the tip into the end of the smaller tube and smashed the plunger.

The blue liquid blackened as it infused the bloody soup of stem cells. Emmett panicked, moaned in fear, or tried to. For a second he believed they’d heard him. They were removing his mask to hear him better.

The nurse squeezed his cheeks together like an adoring auntie, then shoved something roughly into his mouth. It was bendy, sterile tasting. A ribbed plastic tube. Emmett gagged as she thrust it deeper. It scraped down his throat.

He retched, unable to breathe. His eyes streamed, his vision bleary and starred.

Emmett always knew he’d die young, but not here. Not like this.

“Administering nutritive formula.”

The nurse turned the lever on a tank of brownish-green sludge. It began to gurgle and empty. The noxious smoothie chugged through the plastic tube, wending toward him like a headless snake.

Then the snake was shoving itself down his throat. Its heaviness filled him like concrete: a sensation his body remembered with a spasm of inner violence, a reflexive response stifled by the deadening effect of the sedative. A voice cut through the mire of black gelatin surrounding his mind: Got room for a little more, sport?

His body twitched inertly on the table. He couldn’t scream or even cry for help. A needle glinted thickly like a six-inch metal straw. The nurse inserted it into the bag’s larger tube, sucking the syringe full of tar-like vector.

Still choking back formula, Emmett blinked up at the surgeon above. His head blocked the surgical light, reflecting Emmett’s pathetic face in his goggles. He held out a hand for the syringe. “Prepare the injection site.”

Hands rolled Emmett onto his back with a stab of pain in his wound. They cut a hole in his hospital gown and tore it open from the middle, exposing the downy, stretch-marked belly beneath.

The surgeon laced his gloved hands around the syringe, his thumb poised on the plunger. Black fluid pooled at the beveled tip. A drop unlatched and splashed against Emmett’s skin.

The surgeon’s fists jerked upward, then slammed the needle down, burying it up to the hub with a pinprick of excruciating pain. Emmett’s back arched, hands clawing the table, throat contracting into the shape of a scream. The vector spread through him, ravenous as lava, rewriting his DNA with a pen of fire.

His old mantra returned to him unbidden: Feel the burn.

Then the darkness opened its mouth and swallowed him whole.




Appendix F—Blog Post

My Stepdad and Other Monsters: Part 1

By: Emmett Truesdale

Published: June 17, 2018

As a compulsive overeater, one of the questions I often find myself asking is: How did I get this way? Where did my food addiction really start? I guess the idea is that if I can figure out how it began, I can figure out how to end it, or at least not be so controlled by it.

In my post last month I wrote about my mom and her “food is love” approach to parenting. I definitely think that’s part of the reason why I find myself reaching for snacks and sweets when I’m stressed or sad. But deep down I know that’s not the whole story. Just the tip of the ice (cream) berg, you might even say! [image: Emoji: Face with tears of joy.]

Okay, so I usually try to keep this blog pretty upbeat, because we’re all in this together and I want you to feel uplifted, not saddened—but I also feel like I need to be real with you. And the reality is that not everything in my life has been rainbows and butterflies. Some of it is hard to write about—one event in particular that I’m not ready to dredge up just yet—but in the spirit of being real, with you and myself, I think it’s time I introduce you to a few of the monsters from my past, starting with Hank.

At first glance, Hank wasn’t your stereotypical evil stepdad. In fact, quite the opposite. Ninety-nine percent of the time, he was the nicest guy around. In the early days especially he was always smiling, complimenting my report card, buying gifts for my sister and me. Sure, they weren’t always things I wanted—soccer balls and orienteering kits and weird books about healthy habits—but fortunately Hank made up for his bad taste in presents by being exceptionally funny. He joked a lot and could be quite silly, doing a spot-on impression of our neighbor, Mrs. Dasko, who was always smoking and shouting at her Yorkshire terrier, Romeo. He called her Mrs. Fatso, which was mean, but secretly I found it hilarious.

I looked up to Hank. He was smart and successful and handsome, with a thick, macho, dark-blond mustache. He kept fit, pumping iron in the garage every morning before work. Unlike my parents, who hadn’t gone to college, he had a PhD and a fancy job helping find a cure for cancer (I mean seriously, how much more virtuous can you get than that?). He was active in the community and passionate about his dorky hobbies like gardening and coaching high school lacrosse. And most of all, he loved—seemed to love—his adopted family. He’d never had kids of his own, but even though I know he really, really wanted them, he said the three of us were all the family he needed. [image: Emoji: Smiling face with tear.]

But as nice as he was most of the time, Hank had high expectations—for Abby, for me, and for his “temple,” which is what he called our house. The smallest thing could set him off, for example a glass of water left sitting on the counter for more than a few minutes, or the faintest sound from the Game Boy Advance attached semipermanently to my hand.

I’d recently become obsessed with Pokémon after a friend introduced me to the show. “Gotta Catch ’Em All!” was the franchise’s famous tagline, and it was no joke—I’d been well and truly caught. Within months, I’d amassed hundreds of holographic trading cards, arranged neatly in sheets of plastic inserts that filled a three-ring binder. Pokémon posters plastered my bedroom walls, and I woke with the sun each morning to watch the new episode of Pokémon: Advanced Challenge before school.

The franchise quickly became everything to me. While my classmates moved on to the Black Eyed Peas and Call of Duty, I carved out a life for myself in the Hoenn Region, that colorful anime world where young people had control over their own destinies and lifelong friends who would fight for them no matter the threat (CUE FORESHADOWING!!! [image: Emoji: Rolling on the floor laughing.]).

Hank seemed skeptical. “Hey, sport”—that was his favorite nickname for me—“you’ve been playing with those cards an awful long time. Why don’t you go outside and get some fresh air?” He was always trying to get me to play with the neighborhood kids, but they were older and kind of mean, calling me Jigglypuff, the name of a tubby pink fairy-type Pokémon.

Hank didn’t want me to have a Game Boy of my own—“He spends enough time in the house,” I heard him tell my mom—but my dad, maybe to piss him off, got me one for Christmas with my own copy of Pokémon Sapphire. I played for hours on end, so long that my eyes bugged out and I developed what my doctor called an ocular tic, compelling me to repeatedly roll my eyes so far back in my head that it hurt. Mom was afraid I was going to have a seizure like “those kids in Japan”—whoever they were—but it was Hank who really hated my playing the game.

Whenever he saw me at it, his voice would get low and sharp around the edges. He’d mutter little comments about me being lazy and idle, remind me that when he was a boy growing up on the island—he was born and raised on Maui—his Air Force veteran father would’ve bent him over his knee with a folded-up belt if he sat around the house like that. Although he was estranged from his family, Hank’s words dripped with disdain for my mother’s permissiveness and the limits it set on the correction of my body.

Hank didn’t like my body. I could tell by the way he looked at me behind his smile, by the conversations we had when no one else was around. “Whatcha doin’, sport?” he once said as I grabbed a string cheese out of the fridge. His home office was just a few steps off the kitchen; hearing the door open, he’d suddenly appear, like he’d been listening for it. “Didn’t you just have lunch? Are you even hungry?”

“Yes—”

“No, you’re not.”

I felt anxious, like I’d been caught doing something bad. Confused too. Mom never minded if I had a snack—in fact, she was the one who was always asking if I was hungry, if I wanted something to eat. And I did want something to eat, so therefore I must be hungry.

“I am hungry,” I said, and something hardened behind Hank’s smile. He didn’t like to be contradicted.

“You know, sport, there’s a big difference between hungry and being a glutton. Do you know what a glutton is? That’s a person who never stops eating. Not because they’re hungry, but because they’re stupid and greedy like a pig. They just get fatter and fatter. And you—well, you’ve put on a few pounds yourself.”

A boy like me, he said, shouldn’t care about eating or even want to eat. He should play outside, do sports, get into mischief. A misbehaved boy was better than a fat one. When I was younger, my brother Chris used to tease me relentlessly. One of his favorite taunts was to call me a girl, to insist I wasn’t a boy because I had boobs. In a way, it felt like Hank was saying the same thing.

I started to feel uncomfortable eating in front of him, even at mealtimes. He’d laugh and joke with my mom and sister, but I could feel him watching me across the table, clocking how fast one bite followed another, how thoroughly I chewed my food. His eyes narrowing with disgust when I didn’t reject the second helpings Mom was already heaping onto my plate.

In a house where food was love but eating was shameful, family meals were both a relief and a curse, a volatile push-and-pull of comfort and fear. And so eventually I turned to eating in secret. I’d wait until Hank was out of the house or busy upstairs and take a seat in the open-plan family room connected to the kitchen. Once I was sure the coast was clear, I’d pad silently over to the walk-in kitchen pantry and close myself inside without making a sound. If it was night and the light would be too noticeable, I might not flip the switch at all. Feeling my way around in the dark, I’d eat whatever I could get my hands on—Doritos, Triscuits, Goldfish, slices of plain bread—always open bags and boxes. A bit from each, finishing none of them, making sure no one noticed that I’d gorged. I’d shovel them down as fast as I could, as quietly as I could. The faster I ate, the better it hurt.

The system usually kept me out of trouble, but sometimes I slipped up. One day I was curled up on a leather loveseat in the formal living room, my favorite place to doze on a Sunday afternoon, when Hank’s words from the kitchen pantry snapped me awake: “Where are my cupcakes?” My body went cold with panic and fear.

He could only be referring to the orange-flavored Hostess Cupcakes Mom and I had picked out for him at the bakery outlet. Not my favorite flavor, but when I needed to binge, anything fatty and sweet enough would do.

He barreled into the living room, sending me scrambling upright and snatching my book off the coffee table, as if I’d been reading the whole time. Hank hated when I napped.

“Hey, sport,” he seethed, a muscle spasming in his neck, “I noticed my special cupcakes are missing.”

“I didn’t eat them,” I said quickly.

“Oh yeah, sounds like you’ve got a guilty conscience there.”

“No—”

“Bull crap. I guess you think I’m stupid, that I can’t tell when you’re lying. You think you’re smart. Well, let me tell you something: You might get A’s at school, but you get F’s with me. You won’t even look me in the eye.”

My eyes, searching around in hopes my mom or sister would come and rescue me, flicked instantly to his.

“Don’t eat my food again. Or there will be consequences.” Hank turned to leave, muttering just loud enough for me to hear: “Fat pig.”



When I was able to get Mom alone that evening, I told her what Hank had called me. I didn’t mention the cupcakes, because she would probably suspect I’d eaten them and I didn’t want to give her any reason to side with Hank.

She went ballistic. Her face a twist of white, horrible rage, she stormed downstairs to his office. I followed cautiously, crouching on the stairs to listen, scared of what he’d say and how it might turn her against me. The office door flew open, Mom screaming at the top of her voice, “What the fuck is wrong with you, how DARE you, you fucking piece of shit! Don’t you ever, DON’T YOU EVER talk to my son that way or I’ll break your fucking skull!”

I was a jumble of emotions: terrified that Hank was going to retaliate against me for tattling, thrilled that his meanness was finally being called out, empowered by the knowledge that whatever happened, Mom had my back; I wasn’t alone.

The fight between her and Hank lasted more than an hour, insults and curse words flying back and forth. Condemnations of Mom’s parenting and jabs at Hank’s fucked-up childhood. “If you think I’m gonna have a baby with you when this is how you treat my kid—” Mom said.

Abby tried to pull me away upstairs. “You shouldn’t be listening to this.” But I needed to hear it for myself. I needed to know that Mom loved me exactly as I was, that Hank’s cruelty said only bad things about him.

At last the fight had run its course, the voices too quiet to follow. Footsteps approached.

I turned and scrambled back up the stairs, but I’d been caught. “Emmett, s-sport?”

To my surprise the voice wasn’t angry, but thick, syrupy. I turned to find Hank gazing up at me. His eyes were wet, his hands clasped and supplicating.

“Come down and let me talk to you, okay?”

My eyes flicked to Mom, who stood behind him. She nodded.

Reluctantly I trudged downstairs, nerves chewing a hole in my belly.

Hank dropped to his knees, grasping my hands.

“Sport, I—I don’t know what got into me. I’m sorry, I— You’re not a pig, okay? Y-you’re a great kid. I just worry about your eating sometimes, your health. But what I said— I’ll never speak to you like that again, all right? Just please—say you’ll forgive me.”

I was overwhelmed. I’d seen him like this only once before, years ago, the day Mom found out he hadn’t fed me while I was home sick from school. She was watching me, waiting. I could tell she wanted me to accept his apology, to make this all go away.

So I did. He let out a breath of relief and held me as he wept.

I didn’t like it. Even at his nicest, Hank wasn’t a touchy-feely kind of stepdad, and his hands felt different on my body now that he’d called it fat.

But I didn’t want to be mean. With my arms around his shoulders, I patted his back, and trusted that everything was about to get better.






CHAPTER 14

Lizette picked Emmett up from the hospital the morning after the procedure. The pain wasn’t too bad: a sore throat, some tenderness at the back of his hip. It smarted as she helped him up into the SUV, soda bottles and fast-food trash crunching under his feet.

The real damage was deeper down, a trauma that only distance from this place could heal. Why had no one told him it was going to be like that? Why hadn’t they stopped when they realized he was awake? His hands shook as they fumbled for the seat belt.

Terms like medical malpractice and punitive damages came to mind in Abby’s voice. No doubt he’d have a case. Yet the thought of going to court made him uneasy. Why would anyone trust his testimony, when he wasn’t even sure what had happened himself?

When Emmett had awoken from the procedure, he had found himself in an unfamiliar room. His head was woozy, his pain big and slippery. The sun’s position through the tinted window told him it was afternoon.

The nurse from before came in, grabbed a clipboard off the back of the door, and checked the readings on a beeping machine. “You’re awake.”

“What—what’s happening?” Emmett’s voice was a rasp, his throat shredded.

“Procedure’s over,” the nurse chirped. “Everything went good. We’re gonna keep you overnight just to be safe.”

“Lizette. I need to—”

“I just spoke with her. She’s gonna get you tomorrow. She was worried about you. You have a good friend there.” A smile sparkled at the corner of her eye.

Who was this woman? She seemed a mile apart from the one he’d met in the waiting room that morning, the one who sped him through pre-op checks. “Why didn’t you tell me what was going to happen?”

“Happen?” She lowered her clipboard.

“No one told me anything.”

“Mmmm.” She furrowed her brow, sympathetic but skeptical. “You don’t remember? We talked before the procedure. I took you through it step by step: the bone marrow extraction, collecting the stem cells—”

“Shoving a feeding tube down my throat?”

“Remember I said we needed to keep formula flowing through your GI to counteract the nutrient depletion from the EmaC-8?”

Emmett didn’t remember any of that.

“Must’ve forgot,” the nurse said. “I don’t blame you. That general anesthetic is no joke.”

“What anesthetic? I was awake the whole time.”

She hiccupped with accidental laughter, then swallowed it down. “Sorry. But no. We’d never do a bone marrow harvest without a general anesthetic.”

“It didn’t work. The anesthesiologist, she said—”

“She? Your anesthesiologist was Dr. Agarwal. Jason Agarwal.”

But Emmett could see her clearly: tall, dark-skinned, cheekbones sharp as razor blades. Had he imagined her? Imagined all of it?

“Don’t stress,” the nurse said. “Probably just a nightmare. If you like, I can try to get your friend on the phone? Might be nice to hear a familiar voice.”

Emmett decided he wanted to speak to Lizette more than he wanted to argue. “Please.”

The nurse was right. Lizette’s voice was a salve on the rash of his anxiety. “How’re you feeling?”

He was tempted to unload. If anyone would believe him, she would.

But something held him back. The nurse’s version of events had planted a seed of doubt in his mind; he could feel it unfurling, wrapping its tendrils around his memories and twisting.

It was for this reason that, even as they pulled out onto the road, and the oppressive influence of the hospital receded into the distance, Emmett still didn’t say a word. If he mentioned his strange, nightmarish memory of the procedure, she wouldn’t be able to let it go. She’d insist the nurse was lying, forbid him from moving forward with the trial, maybe even contact his family if he put up a fight.

He couldn’t let them interfere. He’d waited his whole life for an opportunity like this. He had too much at stake to let it slip away.

“So what happens now?” Lizette said, merging onto the freeway. “Are you supposed to start dropping weight right away?”

This he remembered: it would take two to four weeks for his new stem cells to start growing. “Plus, it doesn’t really work without the injections,” he said. He had an appointment scheduled at the Cronus Health office the following week to receive his first dose of EmaC-8. After that he’d have to schlep down to Chula Vista weekly for check-ins, at least to start.

In the meantime Monstera had asked him to keep a health journal via their online participant portal. This part of the process he looked forward to, accepting it as a personal challenge. He couldn’t pour his heart out on his blog, but he’d write the best damn health journal Dr. Saito had ever seen.




Appendix G—Health Journal

PARTICIPANT DETAILS



	TRIAL ID: OBXII202305

	 

	PARTICIPANT NO: 82941




	DOB: 12/8/94

	 

	SEX: M




	HT: 5'11"

	 

	START WT: 323 LBS




	Date of Entry

	 

	 




	5/12/23

	 

	 




	Current Weight (lbs.)

	 

	 




	324

	 

	 




	Lost to Date

	Calculated BMI

	BMI Category




	-1 Lbs.

	45.2

	Morbidly Obese





Please describe your physical, mental, and emotional state as pertains to this clinical trial.


Hi—my name’s Emmett. Not participant number 82941. Because I am a human boy, not a robot. Beep beep boop. Lol j/k. (You’re already regretting letting me do this trial, aren’t you? XD)

Okay, so it’s been a few days since the gene therapy procedure, which I just have to say—what the fuck. I was… “not prepared” might be the understatement of the century. Perhaps “totally blindsided” is closer to the mark? I probably missed the detailed rundown of what was going to happen in that mountain of paperwork you sent me, so I’ll forgive you this time. But when you start charging people $200–300K for the pleasure, maybe you should make sure they know what they’re getting into??? ¯\_(:D)_/¯

Jokes aside, I’m actually not feeling great. In addition to dealing with the—trauma feels like too strong of a word. How about *emotional and psychological aftereffects*?—of the procedure, I felt pretty weak and nauseous after leaving the hospital. I couldn’t bring myself to eat for a whole 36 hrs. Crazy, right!?! Lol sob.

Yesterday was better—I’m feeling good and eating pretty normally. But now that my body’s past the initial shock of it, my mind’s starting to catch up and it’s freaking out a little bit. Honestly? I’m feeling kind of scared. Obviously I haven’t lost any weight yet—in fact, I’ve GAINED a pound, as your automatic calculator so helpfully pointed out to me (NEGATIVE pounds lost?! Is that REALLY necessary?!?). And even though the nurse said I shouldn’t expect to see any results for a couple of weeks, I can’t help but feel hopeless. I’m sure your product’s great and all, but you have to understand how many different pills, potions, and diets I’ve tried to lose weight. None of them have worked and now I’m doing this trial—probably my most drastic attempt yet—and part of me is just kind of depressed about it.

Like, why do I have to be this way? Why’s it so hard for me to control my weight like everyone else, to just do the things I KNOW I’m supposed to do, like eat less and exercise more? When’s the last time I even went to the gym??

Ugh, I should go to the gym.

Of course I’m going to give the trial more time—at this point I don’t have a choice—but no, my “emotional state as pertains to this clinical trial” isn’t great. As of day four, it feels pretty unlikely that this trial will work out any better than my previous attempts to slim down. In a month, six months, a year, I’m probably going to be even bigger and more hopeless than I am now. Begging you to prove me wrong :’<(








CHAPTER 15

Unable to resist weighing in daily, though the trial protocol recommended only twice a week, Emmett despaired that he still hadn’t lost any weight after the first six days. He remembered reading that some of the participants would be given placebos, and he began to worry he was one of them. It’s not like they would tell him, right? It was just his luck to be admitted to a trial like this and then get stuck in the control group, so much time, energy, and hope wasted on nothing. But what about the procedure? Surely they wouldn’t have put him through all that if they were just going to give him a weekly saline injection?

Either way, he wasn’t losing weight, and desperate measures were called for. After digging his track shorts and zip-up hoodie out of the dresser, he drove the entire 0.7 miles to 24 Hour Fitness, signed in for the first time in eight months, and immediately ran into a guy he’d hooked up with fifty pounds lighter.

Jesus fucking Christ.

It was bad enough that the guy looked damn good, bearded and swole and tatted to hell and back. Worse was what (hadn’t) happened last time they were in the same room together. Emmett could barely think about the late-night encounter without blushing.

After years on Grindr, it was twenty-three-year-old Emmett’s first time meeting someone from the app. The thirty-one-year-old man, whose username was simply J, had agreed to host at his apartment around the corner from the gym. From the moment he arrived, Emmett was awkward, nervous. They kept their voices down to avoid waking J’s roommate. He escorted Emmett into his bedroom, put on Donnie Darko, and they sat watching it on the bed.

“Nooo,” J reprimanded, moving Emmett’s hand from his crotch to his thigh ninety seconds into the movie. Emmett apologized, mortified. He didn’t know the proper etiquette, was just doing what he thought J wanted.

Afraid of messing up again, he focused on the movie and let J make the first move. Things progressed—he allowed Emmett to touch him, unbutton his jeans, roll his dick around in his mouth for a minute or two—but nothing seemed to do it for J. Not even hard, he finally pushed Emmett’s face away and dragged his underwear back up. “I thought I could make this work, but I’m just not—” His eyes flicked over Emmett’s body. “I’m tired.”

Emmett was so naïve he might have believed it, were J not back on Grindr in seconds, his phone pinging with the app’s distinctive notification. Brrrrup! Brrrrup! Brrrrup!

These days Emmett remained on the app only as a lurker: no profile pic, no name, just a green dot showing he was online. It turned out, he got more messages with a blank profile than he did with a face pic. Gay men—the kind he was typically attracted to, anyway—could be ruthless, blocking him as soon as they saw his message. Lizette encouraged him to get on GROWLR and Grommr, sites geared toward bears and “chubby chasers,” but ninety percent of the messages he received were from men thousands of miles away wanting to exchange photos, or locals some thirty or forty years older than him. The whole thing made him uncomfortable; somehow, being fetishized for a body he hated was worse than being rejected.

As he entered the cardio area where J was stepping off a treadmill, Emmett’s weight gain for once seemed to work in his favor. Mopping sweat off his forehead, J walked past him. A flicker of recognition behind his eyes, and then it was gone. Emmett had gotten away with it.

Thank fuck for that.

The cardio section was as busy as ever, a dozen ellipticals and treadmills facing a floor-to-ceiling glass window. Mounted TVs played mute subtitled sports and soap operas. Emmett climbed onto his favorite elliptical, whose position beside the wall meant he could be perceived only from one side. His phone piped high-energy dance pop to his earbuds as he churned his legs against the foot pedals, hands driving the handlebars. He ratcheted up the resistance. The music flowed through him, fueled him, set his pace.

He’d forgotten how good this felt—the unleashing of his pent-up energy, getting out of his head and into his body. The way he moved with and responded to the music was the closest he’d ever get to dancing in public.

A woman stepped onto the machine beside him, blond, tiny waist, peach-emoji perfect.

Emmett withdrew into himself instinctively, like an anemone prodded with a stick. Suddenly he was hyperaware of his breathing, concerned about odor. Could she smell him through his body-hiding hoodie? Did he disgust her?

The woman had done nothing to warrant this reaction, barely even looked his way—but it wasn’t about that. Enough had been done and said over Emmett’s lifetime, both to him and about others like him, that the response was automatic. The cruelty of others tattooed into his psyche by years of tiny, needling pricks. Being here only amplified the voice in his head. The further he pushed himself out of his comfort zone, the more loudly his self-loathing urged him back into the safety of home. Home, where he couldn’t impose his abnormality on others. The one place he could exist totally free from judgment.

When he could take no more, he dismounted the elliptical and took the stairs down to the lower level, a crowded sweatbox of weight machines and grunting glistening men, pushing, curling, bending over each other, spotting one another’s reps.

The chest press was free; he hesitated, then started over. It was one of six or seven machines he’d learned how to use with Chad, his former personal trainer. Straight and toned with tanned hairy legs, Chad had slotted right into this world and couldn’t seem to fathom that Emmett, being a man, could feel any different.

“What do you mean you’re not gonna do burpees?” Chad said a few minutes into their first session. Emmett’s explanation seemed to go over his head—that it had nothing to do with the intensity or physical discomfort of the exercise, but the discomfort of making a spectacle of his body, of his shirt riding up and his crack showing, of drawing attention to his fatness in a place where he already felt like a sideshow freak. Chad had relented, then worked him so hard and with so little regard for his requests to slow down that Emmett had wondered if he was being punished. Less than twenty minutes in, he became lightheaded and nearly passed out. Sitting him down on the mat, Chad called an early end to their session but still counted it against the package of ten that had cost Emmett two weeks’ pay.

At least he’d come away with some basic knowledge about sets, reps, and how to operate the machines.

Emmett adjusted the seat of the chest press, tested the weight, and lowered it by half.

Four pumps into his first set, a guy in a skimpy tank top forced him to stop and pull out an earbud. “Sorry?”

“Just wanted you to know you’re doing great, bud,” the gym bro said. “It’s dope you’re here.” Disjointed black tattoos like Harry Styles’s showed above the collar of his tank top and staggered down his arms. An angel-winged cross, the 619 area code in Gothic lettering, the words EAT ME stamped into the gym bro’s forearm. “Keep it up.”

Emmett’s polite response belied the tight feeling constricting his chest, the sudden itch to grab his stuff and bolt.

Men thought they were being kind saying shit like that, lifting someone up who “so obviously needed it,” but for Emmett, being singled out for his weight only reminded him how much he didn’t fit in.

The gym bro was talking again. Emmett yanked his earbud out once more, struggling now to hide his irritation. “Sorry?”

“How many more reps you got?”

“I just started.”

The man’s smile flattened. “Alright,” he muttered.

How quickly It’s awesome you’re here became Now hurry up and leave the second Emmett insisted on taking up space.

The gym bro milled around, playing on his phone, putting pressure on Emmett to finish quickly. Making him feel that he was being watched, his form being critiqued behind a derisive smirk.

Despite his insecurity, Emmett couldn’t keep his eyes off the deep armholes in the gym bro’s tank, the muscled body exposed almost down to the waist: the inked pecs, the ripple of ribs, the chiseled V pointing down toward his dick.

Emmett resented how badly he craved the taste of him, how badly he hungered for his meat.

He let the weights drop and snatched up his water. “All yours, bro.”

“Hey, you gonna wipe that down?”

Emmett looked back at the machine, the seat shining with sweat.

“Sorry.” Embarrassed, he grabbed some paper towels and disinfectant from the dispenser on the wall.

“Guess you don’t come here often.” That smirk again.

A prickling shame rose to Emmett’s cheeks. He scoured the seat and grips, tossed the paper towels into the trash, and hurried back upstairs. Looking back, he saw the gym bro giving the seat an extra wipe, making sure nothing of Emmett was left.

As he walked out into the parking lot and climbed into his car, his phone buzzed in his pocket. Brrrrup! He unlocked it to find new messages from a profile named [image: Emoji: Eyes.]4Now. He could see from the profile picture it was the man he had once known as J.

With a low murmur of dread through his gut, Emmett opened the chat log and read.


I thought you looked familiar (sort of) [image: Emoji: Face with tears of joy.]

Fuck, what happened to you?

Good thing you’re at the gym



Emmett froze. Tears needled the backs of his eyes as he pocketed the phone and fumbled the key into the ignition. Wind buffeted through the open windows as the car peeled through the lot and turned onto the street.

The signs of half a dozen taco shops and fast-food restaurants guided him home; he barely beat the lure of one before another came at him, whispering its promise of fleeting comfort. White-knuckling the thought of all the calories he’d just burned, all the good he mustn’t let go to waste (Feel the burn), he made it back to the apartment without stopping, before realizing Lizette was staying at Armando’s.

Fuck. He was counting on her presence to keep him in check.

He searched the kitchen. There was pretty much nothing: a few slices of provolone, last week’s bread, peanut butter, the last bag of microwave popcorn. When Emmett was ravenous like this, it didn’t make any difference. However little there was, it was always enough to binge.

He ate rolled-up cheese slices while the popcorn popped, chased it with a peanut butter sandwich. Craving sweetness, he toasted the heels of the loaf. Tore them up trying to smear hard chunks of butter over them. A generous sprinkle of sugar and cinnamon, and he had his dessert.

He barely chewed, swallowed painfully. A good pain, though. A pain of pleasure, stretching his stomach and dampening the burn. Now he was glad he was alone. It meant he could relax, didn’t have to hide. He couldn’t help it, even when it was just Lizette.

After all these years, Emmett was still afraid of what might happen if he was caught.




Appendix H—Blog Post

My Stepdad and Other Monsters: Part 2

By: Emmett Truesdale

Published: June 20, 2018

It was part of my mom and dad’s custody agreement that my sister and I would spend every other weekend with Dad and my older half brother Chris at Dad’s condo in the city. The older we got, the less frequently Abby joined us; Dad’s place was cramped, and he and Abby butted heads.

A registered special inspector for construction sites, Dad was as structured and organized as my mom was loose, as spendy as she was bargain-savvy, as health-conscious as she was indulgent (excluding, of course, the two bottles of merlot he put away every night). It was hard to imagine the two having ever been married, but then again, the marriage hadn’t lasted long.

Dad didn’t keep much food in the house, so when I came over the first thing he’d do was take me to Vons and let me pick out what I wanted—Pop-Tarts, tortilla chips, cookies. Even better, I could play my Game Boy in peace, disappear into the streets of Fortree City, and battle gym leader Winona for the Feather Badge.

Skarmory used Sand Attack! Vileplume’s accuracy fell.

Vileplume used Leech Life. It’s not very effective!

For those of you non-Pokémon people, every Pokémon has a type, which reflects their natural habitat and what special attacks they can perform. Electric, fire, grass, rock—there are dozens, each with their own strengths and vulnerabilities. Like the character Misty from the original show, water-type Pokémon were my specialty.

I’d grown up in the water. Almost every day I spent at Dad’s included a visit to the community pool, me doing cannonballs and secretly pretending to be a merman while he sat in the hot tub with a can of Coors Light. He and Chris were surfers, so often Saturdays were spent at Tourmaline Beach. Dad would go out on his longboard, and I’d wade out until the water was up to my chest. Jumping around in the waves, I’d imagine I was joined by my favorite water types: Staryu, a starfish Pokémon with a red-gem core; and Goldeen, an elegant fish type with sleepy eyes and a horn protruding from her white-and-orange head. Happy to be out of their Pokéballs, they showed off their agility in the water, nourished by the sea, like I was.

One day, a boy my age and his younger sister appeared beside me in the surf. The little girl looked at me, making a face.

“Why do you have your shirt still on?” she said, scanning the wet T-shirt clinging to my torso.

I pulled it away from my skin and it inflated like a balloon, hiding the lines of my body in a way that felt safer. “I don’t like taking it off.”

“Why? Boys are supposed to take off their shirts.”

I wished I had the powers of my favorite Pokémon, Sobble, which turned invisible whenever its skin touched water.

“Well?”

Her brother leapt over a wave. “Because he’s fat, Kayla.”

Without even looking, I could feel Staryu and Goldeen surface beside me. Could feel them quivering with anger, waiting for my command. The words buzzed at the tip of my tongue: Do it, Staryu. Use your Water Gun!

I imagined Staryu leaping into the air, taking aim at the brother and sister, blasting them with a jet of water.

Great job. Now, Goldeen, show them your Horn Attack!

In my head, she skated over the waves, frilly tail fin dancing behind her as she lowered her head. KABAM!

Goldeen used Horn Attack. Critical hit!

“What the hell?” the boy shouted. His arm was bleeding. “You just scratched me!”

“No I didn’t,” I shot back. Surprised but also pleased.

It was like I’d brought the Pokémon to life with my mind.

Like I at last had someone fighting in my corner.



In November 1999, to coincide with the theatrical release of Pokémon: The First Movie, Burger King launched a line of kids’ meal toys that, in time, would go down in infamy as the one that ended in the deaths of two children and a national recall. But I didn’t know that when in 2004 my mom and I were browsing a local thrift shop for holiday décor and I spotted half a dozen of the toys on the shelf, each collectible Pokémon encapsulated in a plastic Pokéball. I begged my mom for them, but my tenth birthday had just passed and Christmas was just over a week away, a dead zone for frivolous buying.

Still, it ended up being a pretty decent Christmas. We spent Christmas Eve at Dad’s house—he got me the new Pokémon LeafGreen Version for my Game Boy—and Christmas Day at home, Mom making a big fuss of everything, buying too many presents and cooking way too much. In my stocking I found two of the thrift-shop Pokéballs and a card from my grandma with another fifteen bucks.

Despite all the amazing gifts I’d received, I was desperate to return to the shop when it reopened a couple of days later, but Hank had to work and Mom and Abby were out running errands. Unwilling to wait, I walked the mile and a half to the shop.

Returning home with my new battle partner, I stopped by the kitchen on my way upstairs, more out of habit than anything else. Might as well, while Hank was still at work.

Nothing in the fridge grabbed me, so I tried the pantry, where I found a package of two orange Hostess Cupcakes.

No. Anything but those. Since he’d broken down and begged for my forgiveness, Hank had mostly laid off me, but I could see in his eyes that it wasn’t easy for him. He still didn’t like it when I ate, and the disappearance of his precious cupcakes for a second time was certain to send him over the edge.

I tried to make do with safer options: Cheez-Its, Ruffles, a handful of salted peanuts, again sampling from open boxes and cans, taking only as much as wouldn’t be missed. But now that I’d gotten my salt, my body demanded sugar.

The cupcakes whispered to me, We’re all there is. Go on, eat us. He might not even notice. And even if he does, he promised to be nice.

I wasn’t sure I believed that, but who was I kidding? Trying to fight a craving as strong as this never worked. Sooner or later I was going to eat the damn cupcakes.

As I reached for the pack, a voice spoke behind me.

“Fat pig.”

I jumped back, a cold tremor rattling up my spine.

It was Hank. His jaw was clenched, his lip curled in a little sneer.

“I wasn’t—”

“Don’t lie to me, pig.”

“I’m not a pig!” My grip tightened on the toy Pokéball still clutched in my hand.

“No self-control. You’re an animal.”

“That’s not true.” I was so angry I threw the ball down on the floor like a challenge. Bulbasaur, I choose you!

“I look at you and want to throw up.”

Hank used Poison Sting. It was super-effective!

Emmett was hurt by poison.

Tears of frustration slid down my cheeks. He was right—I was going to eat it—but I would’ve felt embarrassed and ashamed whether he caught me or not. Why did he have to be so hurtful about it?

I imagined Bulbasaur jumping up off the floor and launching herself at him, tentacle-like vines poised to strike, a cartoon vein throbbing out of her forehead. I wished she were real. I wished they all were, Sobble and Zangoose and Wobbuffet. Just like I wished my mom’s threats were real, and Hank’s promises that he would change, that things would be different. But that hope was as imaginary as my pocket monsters.

He stepped toward me.

Emmett is paralyzed! He can’t move!

Walking past me into the pantry, he grabbed the cupcakes. “Come on.” He pulled me down the hall by the back of the collar, his voice a taut chirp. “If you’re hungry for a snack, then you’ll have a snack.”

I was so confused, I barely resisted. He shoved me into the bathroom, facing the mirror, and held out the cupcakes. “Here.”

“What?”

I flinched at the cold surprise of his hand against my stomach. He was grabbing my shirt, wrenching it up over my head, exposing my naked belly and boobs.

“Eat them,” he said. “Watch yourself in the mirror.”

“N-no.” I crossed my arms over my stomach, ashamed. It had been years since anyone had seen me shirtless.

When I wouldn’t take the package, he tore it open with his teeth. “You’re gonna eat these cupcakes, sport,” he said, pulling them free from the cellophane.

“I said no—!”

Seizing his opportunity, he smashed a cupcake into my open mouth. Panicking, I grabbed his hand and bit.

“Argh!” He ripped his hand back. “Frick!”

I’d gotten him good. Blood dribbled down his fingers and dripped onto the linoleum. The mirror showed a bit of it smeared across my lower lip.

I could taste it, mingled with the synthetic zing of the orange, the mallow sweetness of the cream filling, that bitter coppery tang like old pennies. Before I realized what I was doing, my tongue slid out and licked.

Hank backed out of the bathroom, his face shining with horror. “Monster.”

I relished his fear. I’d had my first taste, and I liked it.

Maybe I didn’t need a Pokémon to defend me. Maybe I was all the monster I needed.





Appendix I—Online News Article

Point Loma coyote sighting leads to grim discovery

October 8, 2023 / 9:22 AM PT

SAN DIEGO – Local police found a human arm after residents reported seeing a coyote walking down the street carrying the severed limb in its mouth, authorities said early Sunday morning.

The arm was found in the parking lot of the Presidio Apartments in the Point Loma neighborhood, assistant police chief of centralized investigations Darryl Bautista told the Union-Tribune. The coyote was not present when police arrived on the scene. Coyotes are native to San Diego County but rarely spotted in the neighborhood.

Bautista said the arm appeared to show “numerous bite marks,” possibly from “more than one set of teeth.” However, he declined to comment on the nature of the marks.

“I leave that to the coroner to tell us,” he said.

Ace Selder, a resident of the Presidio Apartments who claimed to have scared the coyote off, said, “I got a good look [at the arm] before they took it. Those weren’t just coyote bites. There were human ones too.”

Bautista refused to comment but described the sight as “very disturbing.”

He said police were working to identify who the arm belonged to. He noted the presence of several distinguishing tattoos, including a tribal symbol, a cross with angel wings, and the words “Eat Me.”

Selder corroborated the description, calling the marking “ironic.”

Authorities are treating the case as a possible homicide.

“If anyone can help identify the victim or saw anything that could be useful to our investigation, please come forward,” Bautista said. “There’s a potential killer loose in our city. Man or beast, the sooner we find them, the safer we’ll all be.”






CHAPTER 16

The restaurant was dark and tony, its well-dressed patrons rendered beautiful by the light of the chandelier suspended over the sunken bar, twinkling like a spray of stars across the sky. Emmett paused just past the hostess podium and looked around. For a Wednesday in late May, the place was packed. He spotted his date reading a menu at a table for two, crammed into the middle of a row against the wall.

Aaron looked up as Emmett approached, grinning affectionately.

His text had been a welcome surprise. It was great seeing you at the museum last month. Been thinking about you. Would love to hook up soon for a proper catch-up. You free next week?

Emmett had considered pushing the meeting off. Now that he’d received his first dose of Obexity, he hoped it was just a matter of time before he started losing weight, but Lizette had threatened to take a pair of scissors to his Pokémon cards if he didn’t go.

“You made it.”

Aaron stood to greet Emmett, then hesitated. They settled on a handshake—but the good kind, the best kind, the lingering, two-handed, smiling-into-each-other’s-eyes kind. Still Emmett refused to get his hopes up. Only in bad rom-coms did men like Aaron fall for people like him, and even in that context, he struggled to suspend his disbelief.

He’d always hated those stories. They were too easy, too emotionally one-dimensional.

“Oh nooo, you could never love me because I’m too fat and gross! Wahhh!”

“Hey, baby, don’t talk about yourself that way. I don’t care if you’re as big as a house. To me, you’re the most beautiful thing in the world.” Smooch, smooch, smooch.

Worse than dumb, Emmett found such stories insulting; they denied his lived reality, presenting a view of the world so untainted by bias and hate they may as well be shelved in the fantasy section.

He sucked in his gut and squeezed in to take his seat against the wall, embarrassed that he had to push the table out a couple of inches.

Aaron kindly pretended not to notice. “How’ve you been?”

“Good. I’m glad we could do this.”

“Me too.”

“How are things at the museum?”

“Busy, really busy. We’re getting ready to launch a new teen docent program for the summer.”

“Amazing.”

“It’s great. The kids get some work experience, and we get to exploit their free labor.”

“Child labor. Even better.”

Aaron laughed, making Emmett blush.

“No, but that’s so cool. Man, I wish I…” Emmett trailed off, reluctant to tank the mood with his career woes so early in the evening.

A waitress came by for their drink orders. Aaron ordered a craft beer and Emmett a cocktail he couldn’t afford, gin and apricot and whatever the fuck orgeat was.

“So what’ve you been up to lately?” Aaron said once the waitress left, casting an eye over the menu.

Emmett faltered. Even if he were allowed to discuss the clinical trial, Aaron was the last person he’d want to know he was on it. “Just work. You know. And I volunteer a few days a week. With an organization called Future Makers.”

“I know Future Makers. They’re our partner at the museum.”

“Right, of course.”

Breezing over his failed interview, Emmett talked a while about his tutoring experience, how classroom teaching, it turned out, just wasn’t the right fit.

“I get it,” Aaron said. “Honestly nothing sounds worse than being stuck in a classroom full of asshole teenagers all day.”

Emmett smiled, almost teary with appreciation after a couple of strong cocktails.

The conversation took a turn toward the reminiscent—their grad school professors, former classmates and what they were up to now, the perfect strangeness of that time of their lives.

Finally the waitress returned with their entrées. “I’ve got the cheeseburger,” she said, setting it in front of Emmett.

“Oop, that’s here,” Aaron said.

She rerouted the burger to Aaron and gave Emmett the chicken salad, his ears pink as he thanked her.

They ate, Emmett measuring every bite and the speed at which he ate it, careful not to clear his plate too fast.

“So, I have to confess something,” Aaron said through a mouthful of burger.

“Oh yeah?”

“I didn’t invite you here just to reconnect, although it’s been great catching up. There’s a position opening up in my department. My education manager’s having a baby, and she’s leaving to be a full-time mom. Fucking straight women, am I right?”

Eww, Emmett thought, but pushed it aside. “An education manager?”

“Overseeing our secondary programs. Field trips, school visits. The teen docent program for sure.”

Goose bumps tingled up Emmett’s arms. “Wow, that’s…” Perfect. He couldn’t bring himself to say it, lest the universe detect his hope and conspire to snatch it away.

“I didn’t want to mention it at first, just in case…” Aaron’s meaning was clear: just in case Emmett had no chance. “But given your experience with Future Makers, it sounds like you could be a really good fit.”

“You think?”

“You’d still have to go through the interview process, and it’ll be competitive. It won’t be just my decision.”

“Of course.” Emmett forced down a bite of salad, struggling to keep his eyes off the half-eaten burger lying abandoned on Aaron’s plate. “Can I ask—?”

“Fifty-four K. I know it’s not much—”

“More than I make now.” Emmett instantly regretted saying it, but Aaron looked pleased.

“Great. I’ll let you know when the posting goes up. Probably won’t be for a month or so. How cool would it be if we actually got to work together?”

Emmett had been so focused on the role itself he hadn’t considered the benefit of working with Aaron. Already he could feel something shift within him, enveloping his heart in a more excruciating longing.

Stop that.

As genuinely happy as Aaron seemed to be to reconnect, Emmett knew in his gut that there was nothing more there. Whatever attraction he might have felt years ago had vanished with Emmett’s slimmer physique.

The clinical trial wasn’t working. Emmett wasn’t going to be thin. It was time to let go of the fantasy and take what he could get.





CHAPTER 17

Emmett’s gut was a gnawing, scratching hole of want. Hunger—the little-h variety—hit him the moment he opened his eyes, a sharp-toothed ache of satisfying torment.

Feel the burn.

Usually he awoke bloated from the previous night’s overindulgence—and he had overindulged, capping off his dinner with Aaron with a drive-thru burrito and half a tray of Lizette’s homemade magic bars. He’d passed out feeling like he’d swallowed a bowling ball.

Now he was ravenous, his stomach shrunken and empty. And because his stomach felt small, he felt small, lighter in every sense of the word.

He went into the bathroom and sat. A hearty shit was usually good for a pound or two. Then he stripped down to his underwear and stepped onto the bathroom scale, giving it a second before he peeked at the number.

He pawed at his eyes. There was no way.

Three hundred sixteen pounds.

He’d lost six pounds.

Overnight.

He stepped off the scale, let it clear, and stepped back on.

Same result.

The third time he tried, he’d lost another pound.

“What the fuck?”

“Everything okay in there?” Lizette called through the door.

“Fine!”

He couldn’t tell her, not until he was sure it was real. He put the scale away and squared up to the mirror.

He liked what he saw, but knew better than to trust the feeling; on a three-hundred-pound frame, six pounds barely showed. He was imagining it, his mind playing tricks.

But he couldn’t deny the drape of his shirt, slightly baggier than it had been when he put it on. Had it stretched in the night, or was the Obexity finally working its magic?

Perhaps the bigger question was: If this was day one, how much more could he expect to lose?




Appendix J—Health Journal

PARTICIPANT DETAILS



	TRIAL ID: OBXII202305

	 

	PARTICIPANT NO: 82941




	DOB: 12/8/94

	 

	SEX: M




	HT: 5'11"

	 

	START WT: 323 LBS




	Date of Entry

	 

	 




	6/12/23

	 

	 




	Current Weight (lbs.)

	 

	 




	297

	 

	 




	Lost to Date

	Calculated BMI

	BMI Category




	26 Lbs.

	41.4

	Morbidly Obese





Please describe your physical, mental, and emotional state as pertains to this clinical trial.


HOLY SHIT!!!!!!!!!!

Sorry, I know that’s probably not the helpful, scientifically measurable response you’re looking for, but seriously WTF!!!???!!!! XD

It’s been a little over three weeks since my first dose of EmaC-8, and ho boy, is the weight really coming off! It took a while to see results, but I’m averaging about a pound a day at this point, which is just like… impossible… but somehow not, because I bought a new scale just in case the old one was having a seizure or something and it said the same thing. This is really happening!!!

I can definitely feel it in my body—my stomach doesn’t hang down as far over my belt, and my sides are smaller too. Not to mention my clothes. I’ve already dropped down to 3XL, and even that’s pretty roomy.

What’s crazy is I haven’t changed my eating at all. If anything, I’m eating MORE. Every morning I wake up feeling hungrier than the last. It reminds me of how I felt when I was on hCG and only eating 500 calories a day, but now I’m eating ten times that at least.

Obviously I’m still pretty big and only my best friend/roommate has really noticed, which to be honest is a little disappointing. But also I get that losing 26 lbs. when you’re morbidly obese is like losing 5 or 10 lbs. when you’re average weight—it’s there but not in your face. You almost have to be looking for it to notice.

And although I feel sooooo happy about how much progress I’ve made, not much else has changed. Like the other day, I was working at the store and a woman rang for help with a set of sheets. They were right there on the bottom shelf, but she had a baby and didn’t feel comfortable getting down on the floor to reach them. So there I was, down on all fours, pulling my shirt down over my butt crack. Understandably the woman felt awkward and went to look at something down the aisle. I thought she’d taken her boys with her, so I let go of my shirt to grab the sheets and flinched as a cold finger poked down into my crack.

“Ezra!” the woman shouted, her five-year-old still standing over me. She rushed over and snatched him away by the wrist, but it was ME she was glaring at.

I was humiliated and angry. She hadn’t even apologized for his behavior! She didn’t even take the sheets!!!

Then my life flashed before my eyes twenty minutes later when our store manager, Rick, pulled me aside and said a customer had complained that I’d exposed myself to her young son! I was a gibbering wreck. I rushed to explain what had happened, that it wasn’t like that, it was an accident…

He burst out laughing. He already knew, had seen the whole thing unfold on the security cameras. The woman hadn’t even said anything—he was “just messing” with me. But the next time my ass crack made an appearance in the store, he said, it would be an automatic write-up.

Now you can see why I call him Rick the Prick.

Hopefully if Obexity keeps on working like it has so far, incidents like that will be a thing of the past. For the time being, the jury’s still out. You drop a lot of weight at the start of any weight loss program. The real test comes a few weeks, a month, two months in. It wouldn’t surprise me if pretty soon I hit a plateau or even start putting weight back on. I don’t see how it’s scientifically sustainable for me to eat this much and keep losing.

But please, be my guest and surprise me!!! I really, really hope you do.








CHAPTER 18

“Aren’t you coming?” Lizette said.

Emmett hadn’t moved from his beach chair, its metal legs, like his own feet, half-buried in the sand. A gust of wind fluttered the umbrella. A seagull sailed overhead, pinching a Cheeto in its beak.

It was one of those bright, golden, blazing-hot weekends that demanded beachgoing like a government mandate. The shoreline was packed from the pier to the inlet of Dog Beach, skateboarders threading through pedestrian traffic on the boardwalk, dreadlocked White dudes blasting music and smoking doobies on the seawall. Mothers fussed sunscreen over the backs of children erecting castles in the sand while taut, tanned, glistening bodies chugged sparkling water and jumped up to spike volleyballs over nets.

Ocean Beach was a six-minute drive from Emmett and Lizette’s apartment, but between trying to find parking and trudging through scalding-hot sand for a spot, it had taken them most of an hour to get settled. Emmett was glad they’d persisted. He luxuriated in the salty breeze, the expanse of blue sky stretching upward and out, the repetitive crash-and-drag of waves against the shore. The sensations of the beach stirred inside him like bits of his soul lain dormant.

He imagined getting into the water, splashing around like he had when he was a kid. Back before he realized his body was different than the other boys’; before he started keeping his shirt on to swim, then switched to rash guards, which attracted fewer questions; before finally, hating how naked their clinging fit made him feel, he withdrew from the water altogether.

Lizette rose from her towel and wiped the sand off her legs, the fullness of her body on proud display. The bikini was one of her bestsellers, colorful and perfectly cut to draw the eye to her biggest assets. “Come on. I want to go in.”

“You go. I’ll watch our stuff.” Emmett dug a paperback out of the GORDITA-brand beach bag, a rom-com about fit, perfect gays.

“Fuck the stuff. Come on!”

“Really, I’m good here.”

She tromped back toward him, lowering her voice. “You can’t still be self-conscious, Emmettito. You’ve lost forty pounds.”

“Thirty-nine, actually.”

She started to clap back, then threw up her hands. “Whatever. You do you.”

From behind the pages of someone else’s story, Emmett watched her turn and walk out to the water. As usual, she seemed totally unbothered by how she stood out among the crowd, how her body jiggled or who was looking. She lived like she only had one chance.

Emmett would get there one day. Thirty-nine pounds sounded like a lot, but he was still big. Especially here.

But the real him was in there somewhere: proportional, fearless, free. Just a little slimmer, he thought—a little more himself—and nothing would stop him from making a splash.





CHAPTER 19

On his way inside, Emmett took a selfie on the museum steps, then paused to admire the photo.

He looked decent—better than he had in years: his face visibly slimmer, his second chin tighter. Every part of him was smaller. His hair was clean cut and back to its natural brown; he hadn’t felt the need to dye it. He wore a pressed button-down, khakis, and a blazer that Lizette had sewn for the occasion. He was broke until payday and she’d been looking to sharpen her menswear skills. The design had tested her resolve.

“You look great,” she’d said during the fitting, tugging on sleeves and adjusting lapels, “but it’s just so fucking boring, my god.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t go for the flamingo print.”

“Damn, was that an option?”

Back on the steps of the Museum of Us, Emmett posted two photos to Instagram: the one he’d just taken and one Lizette had snapped of him weeks before in the same spot. Forbidden from discussing the clinical trial, he hadn’t blogged about his weight loss. But they couldn’t stop him posting photos, could they?

He kept the caption simple.


Never realized this place could look even more beautiful, but nine weeks can make a world of difference [image: Emoji: Winking face.]

#weightloss #weightlossgoals #50lbsdown #9weekbodytransformation #confidence #motivation #feelinggood #balboapark #thetrueme



As instructed, he checked in at the front desk of the administration building beside the museum. “Emmett Truesdale. I’m here for an interview with Aaron Wolfe?”

“I’ll let him know you’re here.”

Aaron came out a few minutes later and greeted Emmett with an oblivious smile, then did a double take.

“Emmett? My god, I barely recognized you!”

“Oh, yeah. Guess I look a little—”

“You look incredible.”

Emmett blushed. “No.”

“Seriously. How much weight have you lost?”

“About fifty pounds?” Fearing Aaron would think he’d taken up an eating disorder or a recreational addiction to meth, he added, “CrossFit.”

Aaron opened his mouth to question him further, but simply smiled. “Well, it’s really working. Good for you. You ready to head back?”

He led Emmett into a conference room where three women already sat. The interview lasted forty-five minutes, and despite a couple of tricky questions, he answered well and was warmly received. The group was particularly drawn to his experience working with underserved youth. The story of his proudest achievement—tutoring a student living with his family in a single-room occupancy hotel who went on to ace his SATs and receive a full ride to UC Riverside—drew a glowing “I love that!” from Aaron’s boss.

Though his experience wasn’t an exact fit, Emmett felt more at ease in this interview than any before. At one point he cracked a joke and had the whole room laughing. His shirt didn’t come untucked once.

“You did great,” Aaron said when it was over, shaking his hand. “We have one more person to see, but I hope to have good news for you early next week.”

It wasn’t until he was walking out of the building and passed a stunning twenty-five-year-old size two that Emmett started to question his chances.

He checked Instagram, surprised that his photo had generated more than thirty likes, seven new followers, and a handful of comments.


joanna_225 You look amazing!!

dkpurcell1 Looking great, keep it up!!! [image: Emoji: Fire.]

powaygal [image: Emoji: Smiling face with heart-eyes.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with heart-eyes.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with heart-eyes.]

gordita_official good luck, you got this!

nino.hofstetter85 Nice, lookin good man



He was tickled and halfway through responding to each of them when he received a new direct message. Mom, asking what diet he was on. He was about to reply with the same lie he’d told Aaron when he noticed a message request. An account named lacrosse_dad71.


Good to see you looking so well, sport. Hope you can find it inside your heart to forgive me for everything that happened. -H



Emmett physically recoiled from the message, his fingers already scrambling to block. He didn’t need to confirm the profile was Hank’s.

Hours later, the message remained with him. He was still rolling it around in his head as he lay in bed that night. It repeated, mutating like a corrupted echo, as the masked surgeon sewed the open halves of Emmett’s torso together with rough twine. Good to see you looking so well, sport. Hope you can find everything that happened inside your heart.

Good sport, looking so well. Hope you can find your heart and forgive me.

Give me your heart, sport. Give me everything you can find inside.




Investigative Report Prepared for Monstera BioSciences

BY PRENTICE & DARROW LLP

Excerpt from “Part 2: Family Life” (p. 45)

Until the age of fourteen, the participant spent every other weekend with his father, Louis Truesdale, at his town house condominium in Point Loma. Despite his consistent presence in the participant’s life, Truesdale features only peripherally in his son’s online writing. Friends and family described relations between the men as cordial but distant, strained by their dissimilarity and Truesdale senior’s anger issues—factors that may be relevant to the participant’s later crimes.

Lou Truesdale’s life story is one dominated by rejection and violence. Originally from the Sacramento Valley, he dropped out of high school at age fifteen after his alcoholic father threw him out onto the streets. He fell in with an outlaw motorcycle gang, and by nineteen, he was serving a four-year sentence for the voluntary manslaughter of a man in a bar.

Following his release, Truesdale appears to have made an attempt to turn his life around. He earned his GED, found work on construction sites, met and fell in love with a young woman named Cheryl Funderburk, and moved with her to San Diego. In 1985 the pair had a son, Christopher.

Less than a year later, Funderburk became the subject of a murder investigation after her body was found in Mission Hills Park. Truesdale was arrested for murder, but was eventually released without charge after police began to suspect that Funderburk, addicted to methamphetamine, had been killed by a drug dealer to whom she owed money. Truesdale, spurned by his late partner’s family, who believed he had murdered their daughter in a violent rage, was left to care for his young son alone.

Not long later, he would meet and marry Joanna Rossi, fathering a daughter, Abigail, and later the participant. The marriage was tumultuous, with police regularly called to the couple’s Old Town home to break up domestic disturbances. On two separate occasions, Truesdale spent the night in jail for battery. He and Rossi split in 1997, with Truesdale maintaining full custody of Christopher, and Rossi taking Abigail and the participant.

Despite his checkered past, Lou Truesdale went on to find success. Following his divorce, he built, ran, and eventually sold a successful building maintenance company; trained as a certified special inspector for government and private developers; and managed a small portfolio of rental properties on the side.

Described by his former wife as a “high-functioning drunk” and “rageaholic” and by his son Christopher as “a pretty messed-up dude,” Truesdale is a complicated character whose impact on the participant’s disordered eating—and perhaps the murderous tendencies he demonstrated while under the influence of EmaC-8—cannot be overlooked.





Appendix K—Interview Transcript


	FD: It’s 10:32 a.m. on Thursday, December 18, 2024. This is Frank Darrow belowdecks of the Jamaica Me Crazy at the Marina del Rey in Cabo San Lucas. [Clattering of kitchen drawers and cabinets in background.] Mr. Truesdale, you all set?

	LT: I’m coming. [Refrigerator door opening.] You want a beer? Sparkling water or something?

	FD: No, thank you.

	LT: [Refrigerator closing. Squeaking of banquette. Can snapping open.] Aright, let’s get this over with.

	FD: Would you mind stating your name, age, and occupation?

	LT: Lou Truesdale. Sixty-four. Retired.

	FD: And your relationship to the participant?

	LT: His pops.

	FD: Thank you. We’re doing everything we can to get to the bottom of what happened, so I appreciate your time.

	LT: Aright. [Sniff.] I don’t got all day. Wha’d’ya wanna know?

	FD: I’ll dive right in. I spoke with your daughter Abigail last month, and she seemed to think that when she and Emmett were in the care of your ex-wife and her then husband, Hank Stauder, something untoward was happening to Emmett behind closed doors. When he came to visit, did you get any sense that something was up?

	LT: Well, yeah. He told me his stepdad was an asshole. Used to give him a hard time about what he ate, call him names, fat pig.

	FD: How’d you feel about that as his father?

	LT: What do you think, I was fucking pissed. I told his mom, “You tell that motherfucker that if he calls my kid a fat pig again, I’m gonna drive up there and kick his fucking ass. No one talks to my kid that way.”

	FD: Did you ever address it with Hank directly?

	LT: [Scoff.] Fuck that son of a bitch. He thought he was better than me because he had a PhD. But I got street smarts. You could fill a library with everything I got up here, and it’d be worth three times his limp-dick science degree.

	FD: So that’s a no? [Pause.] For the record, Mr. Truesdale is shaking his head. I wonder, how did you feel about your son’s weight?

	LT: I mean, I was a chubby little fucker too when I was his age. Figured once he got to high school and no girls would touch him, he’d start hitting the gym like I did.

	FD: Girls? I thought—

	LT: Or whoever. [Pause.] Next question.

	FD: Did you ever mention it to him, suggest he should lose weight?

	LT: Nah. It was the shit his mom was feeding him, all that pasta and starch. When he came to my house, he ate good. Chicken, salad.

	FD: Snacks?

	LT: If he wanted ’em. I only had him and Ab every other weekend. I wasn’t gonna get all strict. They got enough of that at home.

	FD: Understandable.

	LT: But I won’t lie, the kid liked to eat. He’d put away a family-size bag of Doritos in a sitting. Couldn’t make a box of Pop-Tarts last a day. Shit like that.

	FD: Did that concern you?

	LT: What concerned me was the sneaking. I remember one day—he must’ve been, what, eight or so—I ran out to do some errands and when I get back—it’s Saturday, you know? I’m fucking tired and hungry and just wanna sit down and have a beer, and I’m lugging this propane tank upstairs from the garage in one hand, I got groceries in the other, and I’m calling out for Emmett to give me a hand. I get up there and he’s nowhere to be found. I thought, Where the fuck is he? Kid spent most of his time playing that fucking Pokémon game, so I know he didn’t go out. I think he’s pranking me, and I’m getting pissed off, right? I’m running around, checking closets and looking under the beds, and I’m like, Quit fucking around. I’m not fucking playing no more, you know? Then I hear him in the kitchen. I open the pantry and there’s Emmett, white as a sheet. His face is covered in chocolate, and he fucking bursts out crying. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please don’t get mad.” Like that. He’s holding a fucking half gallon of rocky road to his chest. It’s fucking empty, and he’s saying, “It was an accident, I’ll never do it again, I promise.”

	FD: As in, I won’t eat when I’m not supposed to?

	LT: Fucking broke my heart. The fear in his eyes, over a few bites of ice cream? So I call his mom and I tell her, “Hey, what the fuck is going on in that house? Why’s my kid so terrified to be found eating that he’s hiding in the fucking closet?”

	FD: How’d she respond?

	LT: The bitch says, “Maybe if he didn’t have a raging alcoholic for a father, he wouldn’t have to eat his feelings away.” She says he’s been running to her complaining for years, saying he hates coming to my house, that he’s scared of me.

	FD: That must’ve been hard to hear.

	LT: Blew a hole through my chest. I did everything for that kid, and he was talking shit? Fuck that.

	FD: I’m guessing you never mentioned it to him.

	LT: You bet your ass I did. Found him upstairs and said, “Fuck you, you ungrateful little shit. That’s the last time I go to bat for you. You think I’m a drunk asshole, you can stay at your mom’s. You think it’s so great over there, you can deal with Hank yourself.”

	FD: And did he deal with Hank? As far as you know?

	LT: Things got better after that, I think. Least, he never came running to me again.








CHAPTER 20

The restaurant was loud and crowded, hardly anywhere to sit, so Emmett and Lizette took their food out to the covered patio and squeezed in at a small table paved with the same chipped Talavera-style tiles that had been there as long as Emmett could remember.

There was more to Cotija’s for him than just the food. The taco shop stood across the street from the condo complex where his dad had lived for years. From where he sat, he could see it rising like a ridge of white stucco and brown roofs behind a low-slung strip of shops.

Coming here with his father—for a breakfast burrito to start the day, or a bean and cheese burrito after Tourmaline Beach—was the happy, uncomplicated part of his time at Dad’s, punctuated by frequent explosions of rage.

Lou Truesdale was a loving father and generous friend, but he wasn’t an easy man. He had a famously short fuse and would fly off the handle at the smallest inconvenience. His needs had to be anticipated to prevent a detonation. Road rage was a given. One of Emmett’s most terrifying childhood memories was of the day he asked his dad if they could have McDonald’s for lunch. He saw immediately he’d said the wrong thing. But rather than suggest something else, Lou gritted his teeth and dropped F-bombs under his breath as he drove. The sixteen-year-old at the drive-thru gave him the wrong soda. Emmett’s fries were missing and they had to double back. By the time they got it right, Lou’s anger was at a ten. He gunned it away from the drive-thru window and slammed the brakes as they reached the road, sending Emmett’s orange soda flying from his hand and exploding against the footwell, drenching the freshly shampooed carpets.

Staying with Dad was always a minefield, but Emmett’s time there was mostly carefree compared to life with Hank. Cupboards full of snacks. Days spent splashing around the pool or playing Game Boy on the couch without being sneered at.

Most nights were spent watching a movie on demand with a bowl of microwave popcorn or Fig Newtons spread with cream cheese. They were Dad’s guilty pleasure, but he rarely managed to get through more than a handful. After a bottle or two of wine, his head would bob toward his chest and he’d be snoring in his recliner, Emmett prodding him and whispering, “Wake up. You’re missing the movie.”

That Dad was such a heavy sleeper had its benefits, though. It meant he never stirred to the sound of Emmett reopening the Fig Newtons or, inevitably, pushing the empty package down to the bottom of the kitchen trash, hoping his dad never asked where they’d gone.

Emmett sometimes felt sad and lonely at Dad’s, but he didn’t overthink it. Dad drank like all men drank, and he fell asleep because he was tired.

His mother seemed to see things differently. “He didn’t fall asleep, he passed out,” she’d say. “My mom had a drinking problem too. She tried to quit when Abby was born, but once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic.”

Emmett struggled with that word, alcoholic. It didn’t fit with the image of the hale, hardworking, successful father he knew.

“Believe it,” she said. “That’s why he hates McDonald’s so much—because they don’t serve beer.”

When Emmett turned thirteen and started looking for reasons to hate his dad, this seemed as good an excuse as any. Yeah, fuck that alcoholic asshole, he thought, throwing it in his face whenever they argued. At those moments, Emmett could scream as loud as his dad, could throw just as many glasses at the wall.

But the truth was, Emmett had never especially cared about the drinking. Mostly he resented his dad’s anger, which he feared he’d inherited; and was sad and confused about why Lou, as much as he clearly loved his son, had never protected him from Hank. He’d known what was happening—some of it, at least—so why hadn’t he stepped in before things got really bad? What had Emmett done to deserve his apathy?

As he sat on the patio of Cotija’s eating his California burrito—carne asada, crispy French fries, cheese, pico, and guac—he noticed Lizette staring at him. “What?” he sniped through a mouthful of steak, his Pavlovian response to being watched eating.

“Nothing, you just—you’ve lost so much weight.”

“Oh. Thanks.” He posed cutely, as if he hadn’t just barked at her.

“I’m not saying it as a compliment—”

“I know.”

“It’s just happening so fast. What’ve you lost, like, fifty-five pounds?”

He shrugged. “Fifty-six. So what? The treatment’s just doing what it’s supposed to. Dr. Halleck’s not worried, so—”

“Now you trust what he thinks? You didn’t go to the doctor for four years and now you’re BFFs?”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m worried about you, Emmettito. This shit they’ve got you on, it’s not safe.”

“What, and being morbidly obese is safe?”

Lizette’s head rocked back in surprise. “Whoa.”

“Sorry, I just— Thank you for being concerned, but there’s nothing to be—”

Emmett’s phone buzzed. Aaron was calling.

“Take it,” she said.

As he carried the phone away, she called after him, “But I’m having a bite of your burrito.”

He paused on the street side of the restaurant and answered, “Aaron, hi.”

“Hey, Emmett, it’s Aaron. Sorry, you know that. How was your weekend?”

“Good, good. Just, you know…” He hesitated, then spoke over Aaron.

“Yeah—”

“Trying not to stress too much. Sorry.”

“No worries.” He laughed. “I just wanted to follow up on the interview. You did great.”

“So you’re calling with good news?”

Aaron paused. “Ugh. This is so hard.”

Emmett’s hope guttered.

“The panel was really impressed—it was between you and one other candidate—but ultimately that person just looked a little better on paper.”

On paper, my ass, Emmett thought. “I get it.”

“I feel terrible, especially after encouraging you to apply.”

“No. I’m happy I was even considered. Really.”

“Look, I should get back. But let’s hang out again sometime. Text me.”

Emmett heartily agreed, with not the slightest intention of following through.




Appendix L—Health Journal

PARTICIPANT DETAILS



	TRIAL ID: OBXII202305

	 

	PARTICIPANT NO: 82941




	DOB: 12/8/94

	 

	SEX: M




	HT: 5'11"

	 

	START WT: 323 LBS




	Date of Entry

	 

	 




	7/25/23

	 

	 




	Current Weight (lbs.)

	 

	 




	252

	 

	 




	Lost to Date

	Calculated BMI

	BMI Category




	71 Lbs.

	35.1

	Severely Obese





Please describe your physical, mental, and emotional state as pertains to this clinical trial.


Like life, weight loss is a journey full of ups and downs. That hasn’t changed just because I’m still shedding more than five pounds a week (as evidenced by a certain recent disappointment in my professional life)—but you know what? For the first time, I can honestly say that things are looking up.

Let’s start with the physical: I feel AMAZING. Yes, I still weigh more than I’d like to, but I feel the weight loss in every inch of my body. I don’t even care that I wake up in the morning feeling like I haven’t eaten in a week, because every day I’m smaller than I was the day before. When I look down, I can see my p***s! (Sorry—that was too much info XD.)

Now that I’m down to a 2XL, I can finally buy clothes in-store again, and they look so much better on me. Almost like they’re SUPPOSED to look, not like rafts of cotton stretched over a bundle of party balloons lol. The only problem is, I’m dropping sizes so fast I can’t afford to replace my clothes quickly enough! Lizette’s been a lifesaver there. She’s made me a bunch of great outfits. They don’t really fit GORDITA’s aesthetic, but she sewed the brand’s name into all the tags anyway. She claims they’ll be collectors’ items one day.

Although my face is still round, for the first time in ages I feel like it’s the first thing people see when they look at me. Not my boobs or the way my shirt pulls across my gut or the horrible upside-down triangle shape of my thighs. I see the way their eyes meet mine when they pass me on the street or come up to me at work to ask a question. I see the way they SEE me, and just that—just being seen—is the best feeling in the world.

It’s changing my whole personality. I’m ten times more confident than I was before. I’m not scared to leave the house. I don’t live in fear of running into someone from my past. If I did, sure, they might still look at me and think, Oof, he’s put on weight since college, but I don’t think I’d even care.

I’m not saying everything’s perfect or I’m where I want to be, but I’ll be damned if this isn’t the happiest I’ve felt in a while. I’m heavy, but my heart feels light, and that’s a hell of a feeling. Thank you, Obexity. :)
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Excerpt from “Part 1: Background” (p. 19)

The participant was also active on the social media platform Instagram, where he frequently shared photos and videos about his life and weight loss journey. For years, his online following was modest, consisting primarily of friends, family, and acquaintances; however, his posts began to gain traction in summer 2023, when he started posting photos documenting his body transformation. With his NDA preventing him from mentioning the treatment, many assumed the weight loss had occurred through traditional methods, an obfuscation that appeared to play in the participant’s favor.





Appendix M—Instagram Post

etruesdale94



	154

posts

	410

followers

	931

following





Emmett Truesdale

California boy. Aspiring educator. Burrito connoisseur. Author of The True Me, a blog of weight loss realness and finding myself. [image: Emoji: Sun.] [image: Emoji: Umbrella on ground.] [image: Emoji: Burrito.] [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.] [image: Emoji: Rainbow flag.]

www.thetruemeblog.com

etruesdale94

24 Hour Fitness, San Diego, CA

[image: An error icon resembling a document with a sad face and “X” eyes, indicating a file or page error.]

PHOTO DESCRIPTION: Then-and-now photo of participant no. 82941. Left side shows participant, morbidly obese, standing outdoors at a child’s birthday party. Superimposed text reads “April 2023—324 lbs.” Right side depicts participant visibly slimmer, taking a selfie in a mirror reflecting a bustling gym floor, as participant flexes a bicep and grins. Superimposed text reads “August 2023—243 lbs.”



368 likes

etruesdale94 81 LBS DOWN!!!!!

Three months ago I was at my all-time highest weight. I’d just been diagnosed with type 2 diabetes. I was sad, scared, hopeless, feeling like my life was spiraling out of my control.

Less than 12 weeks later, I’ve lost more than 80 lbs. and my A1C is back in the healthy range. [image: Emoji: Exploding head.]

In some ways it doesn’t feel real, and in other ways, like my whole life has been leading up to this. Damn, it feels good to take back control of my life and my health!! [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.]

Still got a long road ahead of me, but the real me is coming—I can feel him simmering just beneath the surface, like a force of nature about to break free.

When he does, you all better be ready. [image: Emoji: Winking face with tongue.]

#weightloss #weightlossjourney #80poundsdown #12weekbodytransformation #gym #beforeandafter #takingbackcontrol #thetrueme

Comments

rita_mamacita Wow, what a difference [image: Emoji: Clapping hands.]

etruesdale94 @rita_mamacita Thank you so much!!!

ericfitla Keep putting that work in [image: Emoji: Mountain.]

etruesdale94 @ericfitla It’s nice to be hitting the gym again!

heatherette478 OMG, your progress is incredible!!! I think I’m going to go to the gym after seeing this—you’ve inspired me!!!

etruesdale94 @heatherette478 I’m so happy to hear that!!!

heatherette478 @etruesdale94 Just got back. Felt so good! Thank you for sharing your journey!!! I’ve subscribed to your blog!!

etruesdale94 @heatherette478 You have no idea how much that means to me, thank you! [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face.] [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face.] [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face.]

ruth_delgado_ The smile on your face says it all… Handsome guy. Congrats!

etruesdale94 @ruth_delgado_ You’re makin’ me blush, Ruth! Thank you!!

~dolphin.girl~ Just one question,, did you have lap band or bypass,,? Thank [image: Emoji: Folded hands.]

etruesdale94 @~dolphin.girl~ I did not but I’ve considered it before, and I support anyone who makes that choice [image: Emoji: Smiling face with smiling eyes.]

~dolphin.girl~ @etruesdale94 Ok thank u,,, im thinking about it because diet and exercise doesn’t work for me

etruesdale94 @~dolphin.girl~ The struggle is real! Good luck with whatever you decide to do. You got this!

thefatandthefurious Now THIS is #WeightLossGoals [image: Emoji: Raising hands.]

etruesdale94 @thefatandthefurious My jaw is on the floor right now. I’m speechless. Huge thanks. [image: Emoji: Smiling face with tear.]

joanna_225 [image: Emoji: Face with open mouth.]

etruesdale94 Thank you for all the support on this post and all the new followers! I’m overwhelmed by your kindness!!! [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face.] [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face.] For more #weightlossinspo, please consider checking out my blog. Link in bio.

Hidden by Instagram ————————————————————

willp5 If you think this dude isn’t on some kinda drug, ur dumb as shit

August 6






CHAPTER 21

There was blood on Emmett’s hands as he reached to silence his morning alarm: a dark, crusted smear across his palm, trailing grimy tracks down his wrist.

He pulled off his CPAP mask and sat up, gazing at his upturned palms. Bella came sniffing and he pushed her away with his forearm, afraid she might lick; he’d heard dogs carried germs in their mouths that could infect a cut.

But he wasn’t injured. There was no pain even when he squeezed his fists closed.

Cold realization washed over him: the blood wasn’t his.

He reached back into his memory of the previous night, found it hazy. The last thing he remembered was leading SAT prep at Future Makers. Attendance was light; this time of year, the kids just wanted to hang out with their friends. Like Lizette always used to say, summer was for getting stupid.

Lizette. He needed to know she was okay, that this wasn’t—

He pulled the covers back and stuck his head into the hall. He could hear Tubbs clawing Lizette’s door, wanting out. What was he trying to get away from? Emmett’s heart pattered like the beat he rapped on her door. “Lizette? I’m coming in.” He burst into the dark room.

Two bodies rolled over in the bed and stared blearily toward him. “What is it?” Lizette said.

Emmett stammered. “S-sorry, I just— Tubbs was crying. I’m gonna run him out.”

Armando groaned and Lizette’s head flopped onto the pillow.

“Come on,” Emmett whispered to the dogs, shutting the door behind them. He stopped in the bathroom to wash his hands before taking them to pee. The water flowed hot and dirty pink over his skin, staining the porcelain but tempering his panic. It wasn’t Lizette’s blood. Of course it wasn’t. Why would it have been?

More important, if it didn’t belong to either of them, whose was it? Why couldn’t he remember?

A fresh wave of panic made his skin crawl. Implausible as it was, there was no other explanation: he had made someone (or something?) bleed, then blocked the whole thing out.

He’d never done anything like that before, had he? Emmett was a lot of things, but he wasn’t violent. He couldn’t even watch blood on-screen.

So then where had it come from?

Once he’d come back up with the dogs, he searched the apartment for some reasonable explanation—something he might have bloodied his hands on, a cut in Bella’s fur he might have touched in the night.

Nothing.

His mind whispered reminders of clinical side effects—short-term memory loss, impulsive outbursts—and he quickly shut them down. It couldn’t be that. Not now that the treatment was working so well.

He checked the time: he had to get to work. Maybe he should call in sick.

Then again, the distraction might be good for him.

He set about getting ready and finding something to eat.

Because now that the panic was abating, he realized he was ravenous.



Two hours into Emmett’s morning shift, Rick summoned him to his office for “a little chat.”

The request ripped an ulcer in the pit of Emmett’s stomach, compounding his lingering dread from earlier that morning. What fresh hell awaited him now? He’d managed to avoid the manager’s office since the ass-crack incident heard around the store. Apparently one of the supervisors had “somehow” found the security footage and sent it around to a bunch of staff. Jazz had begged him not to quit.

He didn’t want to. Things had been getting better on the whole. His coworkers had been so complimentary about his weight loss, saying he looked incredible, wanting to know his secret.

Now Emmett feared he might be fired. Had Rick somehow found out about whatever happened the previous night? How could he? Emmett was just being paranoid.

He knocked on Rick’s door, which opened to reveal the manager reading baseball stats on his computer. He startled, minimized the window, and swiveled around. “Emmett. Come in.”

“You wanted to see me?” Emmett took his usual seat. “You’re not firing me, are you?”

“Ha!” Rick barked. “You’ve got a great sense of humor. I’ve always liked that about you.”

Emmett braced himself, suspecting—incorrectly, this time—that a joke was about to be made at his expense.

“So, Emmett. Emmett Bobemmett. As you know, we’ve had our ups and downs over the years. The occasional miscommunication, you might say.”

Jesus, Emmett thought. He is going to fire me.

“But I have to hand it to you. You’ve been doing one hell of a job these last couple of months.”

Emmett sat back in his seat. “I have?”

“We’ve all been saying it. You’re responsible, dependable. I never have to worry about you coming in late or calling in with a hangover. You do what needs to be done without having to be asked, and your customer service is ten out of ten. You could teach a class on it.”

Emmett didn’t know what to say. These things had always been true. Why was Rick just now noticing?

Don’t be stupid. You know why.

“Thank you, that—means a lot.”

“Glad to hear it. Because I want you to know how much we value you, and that we see a bright future for you at the store. You always lead by example and, well, we think it’s time we make it official. I’d like to offer you a promotion to team leader for service and engagement. I said you could teach a class on customer service—actually, I’d like you to do just that. With your skills and your teaching background, I think you could really help us shape up in that area.”

“Wow,” was all he could muster.

“Starting pay is $24.50 an hour, a good bit more than we’ve got you at now with room to grow. How does all that sound?”

“It sounds— I’m at a loss for words. Thank you.”

“You should be thanking yourself. You’ve earned it.” Still, Rick looked self-satisfied. “I’ll have HR write up the paperwork. Change will be effective next week. Now back to work.”

Rick turned toward his screen, then paused to add, “Hey, I’ve been meaning to tell you: Whatever you’re doing, good on you. That takes discipline. There’s obviously a lot more to you than I realized. I mean, a lot less, am I right? Ha!”

Emmett cringed at his own placatory laughter. “Right.”

He thanked Rick again and backed out of the room.

He was still half in shock as he returned to the sales floor, his emotions a jumble. It couldn’t have been better news, but the timing was all wrong. His first couple of years on the job, Emmett had run himself ragged trying to prove himself and earn a promotion. All this should have happened then.

But Rick was right. Emmett had earned it, even if the reward was a few years delayed. If people were only beginning to notice his good work now because of how he looked—well, that was the whole point of losing weight, wasn’t it?

He had every right to feel happy. Finally, people were starting to see the real him.




Appendix N—Online News Article

Coyote attack sparks fears of species’ increasing threat

July 27, 2023 / 3:21 PM PT

LA JOLLA – A woman was admitted to the hospital for serious injuries after being attacked by a coyote at La Jolla Heights Natural Park.

Ilana Shamritsky, 56, says she was walking the park trails alone around 1:30 p.m. Tuesday when the animal ran out of the brush.

“First two things I noticed were: it was big and it was angry,” Shamritsky told The San Diego Union-Tribune. “I’ve seen coyotes before, but never as big as that. It wasn’t even scared. It was just standing there. Growling, you know, showing me its teeth. Foaming at the mouth. I think it was rabid.”

Shamritsky said she backed away and threw her water bottle, trying to frighten the animal.

“Rocks too, twigs, whatever I could grab. But it just kept coming toward me. I panicked.”

Shamritsky says she turned and ran, and that’s when the animal attacked.

“It bit the back of my ankle, pulled my leg out from under me. I fell forward, and the pain—it was tearing its head back and forth like a dog with a toy. I thought it was going to rip my leg off. I kicked it off and rolled onto my back, and then it was on top of me, trying to tear a chunk out of my neck. It was like it was possessed by a demon.”

According to a spokesperson for the California Department of Fish and Wildlife, wild coyotes typically present little threat to people.

“The only time you see a coyote attack a grown adult, typically, is a mother protecting its pups,” the spokesperson said. “Sometimes there’s a litter nearby you’re not aware of, especially now during pupping season.”

Shamritsky wasn’t convinced the animal was acting defensively.

“It wasn’t trying to scare me off,” she said. “This thing was trying to eat me.”

The coyote ran off after another hiker, hearing Shamritsky’s screams, came running and scared the animal off with a fallen branch.

San Diego police, paramedics, and field biologists from California Fish and Wildlife were called to the scene. Shamritsky was transported to Scripps Memorial Hospital and treated for bites, lacerations, and two missing fingers. The digits were recovered from the scene but could not be reattached.

Within an hour of the attack, California Fish and Wildlife managed to trap a coyote in the vicinity of the park.

“Whether it’s the exact same one, we can’t say for sure,” said Zachary Ponti, one of the biologists. “But this animal was definitely demonstrating an unusual level of aggression.”

Ponti confirmed there was “a good amount of blood” on the animal’s fur.

The attack is one of several recent encounters with wild coyotes, which many believe are becoming more frequent.

“We’ve always had coyotes around here,” said Clairemont resident Frank Harmon. “But out in the canyon, at 10:30 at night or first thing in the morning. Now you see them walking down the street in the middle of the day. My neighbors got security camera footage of one of the suckers jumping their back fence and attacking their pit bull. A pit bull! These things aren’t afraid of anything.”

“It was never like this before,” said Sorrento Valley resident Cora McDonald. “Used to be you had to watch out for coyotes if you had cats or small dogs. Now they’re attacking people in broad daylight. It’s scary. I’m scared.”

According to Ponti, California Fish and Wildlife has seen an uptick in the number of reported sightings since May. He and his colleagues aren’t sure why.

The department’s advice to residents who encounter coyotes: “Make yourself big and loud. Wave your arms, shout, make a ruckus. Scare them off.”

And if all else fails? “Run.”






CHAPTER 22

Emmett waited for his pickup order at Cotija’s with his eyes on his phone, happily working through the new comments his recent post had racked up. He acknowledged each of them with a like and a reply, but it was getting harder to find something new to say each time. There were so many, dozens, mostly from strangers. Their abundance, and the strength of their support, overwhelmed him.

He’d been so overcome to hit one thousand followers a few days before that he’d posted an effusive, teary-eyed thank-you to his stories. A troll had responded in his DMs, telling him to “quit overreacting, 1K isn’t even that much” and “you got a ways to go before you can tag your posts #WeightLossInspo.” Emmett blocked them and deleted his story at once. But apart from the occasional rude comment, the online response was life-affirming. The encouragement and congratulations—even the damn fire emojis—frequently reduced him to tears, nourishing his soul in a way that made him realize just how much it had hungered for kindness.

Part of him felt guilty that he hadn’t achieved his weight loss naturally, the Obexity his shameful little secret. But surely that was just his social conditioning. The point of losing weight was to be healthier, happier, not to starve or kill himself doing backbreaking exercise. If he had cancer and a new treatment had cured him overnight, he wouldn’t feel anything but relieved and grateful. Why should this be any different?

An influx of customers drew Emmett’s gaze up from his phone. His eyes caught on a TV mounted in the corner. The midday news was muted, but he recognized the face on the screen at once: the stiff mane of honey-blond hair, the protuberant eyes. It was the Future Makers woman who’d interviewed him months before.

The chyron read, LOCAL WOMAN MISSING SINCE FRIDAY.

Missing? But Emmett had seen her, hadn’t he? Through the open doorway, deep in conversation with a colleague, while Emmett was leading SAT prep. He remembered thinking how rude and disruptive it was. He still resented her for all the shit she’d said in his interview.

He remembered an intense surge of anger, of wanting to hurt her like she’d hurt him…

Then waking up the next morning.

His hands covered in blood.

The guy behind the counter called Emmett’s order number, but he wanted to leave the food and run. He felt unsafe in the presence of the woman’s headshot, as if it might come alive and accuse him of a crime that only she could remember.




Appendix O—Interview Transcript


	FD: I’m Frank Darrow, and it’s 5:36 p.m. on November 16, 2024. I’m on the phone with Chris Truesdale—sorry, oughta let you do this part. Would you state your name, age, and occupation for me?

	CT: Chris [inaudible]. Thirty-nine [inaudible]… commercial real estate.

	FD: And your relationship to the participant?

	CT: [Inaudible] brother.

	FD: Hey, Chris, there’s a bit of background noise coming through. I wonder if you might be able to—

	CT: Hold on… Will you watch them? Just watch them, please, Jayla, fuck. [Munch’s Make Believe Band playing “Shake Your Groove Thing.” Arcade game sounds. A child screaming.] All right, I’m outside. Can you hear me now?

	FD: Much better. Sorry about all this when you’re trying to enjoy your Saturday. Sounds like I might’ve caught you at a bad time.

	CT: Chuck E. Cheese. Five-year-old’s birthday party.

	FD: The joys of parenthood, huh?

	CT: Put a gun in my mouth.

	FD: Okay. Well, I won’t take up too much time. As I mentioned in my email, my firm’s been hired to investigate what happened with your brother—

	CT: Half brother.

	FD: Half brother, excuse me.

	CT: What do you want to know?

	FD: That’s what your sister said. Your half sister, I mean. I met with her the other day and she took me through Emmett’s childhood, some of the issues he had with his weight and his stepdad. She made it sound like Emmett was a pretty sweet, sensitive kid. Nothing in his past that might suggest he was on a path to murder. I assume you’re gonna tell me the same thing.

	CT: I don’t know about murder, but sweet?

	FD: You disagree?

	CT: I didn’t know him growing up like Abby did—they were at their mom’s most of the time—but when I was with him, he could be a little brat. Every time I said one word to him he went running to Dad, trying to get me in trouble. Saying I hit him when I barely touched him. He was so sensitive, he thought everything was an attack.

	FD: It doesn’t sound like he was ever violent or malicious, though?

	CT: When he was angry, sure. He had a temper. We all do in our family. But his was the kind you didn’t see coming. Most of the time he’d play all quiet and shy, but piss him off and he’d turn on a fucking dime. One time I grabbed a can of Pringles out of his hand like, Hey, save some for the rest of us, and he fucking clawed the shit out of me.

	FD: Clawed you?

	CT: Like a cat. Right down my arm. Had to wrap it in a towel to stop it bleeding.

	FD: That kind of thing happened a lot?

	CT: When he got around that age. Eight or nine. Something changed in him. He started fighting back. Enough that I stopped fucking with him so much.

	FD: So you gave him a bit of a rough time.

	CT: I was a kid.

	FD: Did he ever hurt anyone else?

	CT: Tried to, yeah.

	FD: Tell me about that.

	CT: Then I gotta go or my wife’s gonna blow a gasket.

	FD: Understood.

	CT: So this was later. It must’ve been around 2016. I’d just started dating Jayla, and I was telling her about my family, how I never really felt like I had one. My mom died when I was a baby, then Abby and Emmett’s mom left when I was eleven and we didn’t really have uncles or cousins close by. Dad was pretty much all I had, and he was a pretty messed-up dude. I was on good terms with Ab, but I regretted not being closer to Emmett—I felt like I missed a chance to have that close brother bond all my friends had. Jayla said, “Stop acting like it’s too late. You want a relationship with your brother, be proactive. Reach out. Invite him to hang out or something.” So I did. I took him out partying with me and my friends a few times. He’d just gotten out of this relationship and was all depressed—I figured it would help break him out of his shell.

	FD: And one of these outings turned violent?

	CT: One time it got pretty close. It’s St. Patrick’s Day, right, and we all go out to some club in the Gaslamp Quarter. We’re drinking, having a good time, I get a little faded, and at some point I hear from Jayla’s friends that Emmett’s crushing on some dude. He’s been watching him from the table all night, pounding Malibu and Diet Coke. [Snorts.] They’ve been telling him, “Go talk to this guy,” but he’s too scared. Emmett’s always been shy like that. Part of me feels like it’s my fault for giving him such a hard time about his weight when we were kids. So I decide I’m gonna help him out, be his wingman. I walk up to the guy and I say, “Hey, my brother’s into you.” Typical gay dude, he’s more interested in me. I say, “Nah, I’m not into that. But my brother is, you should ask him to dance.” I point Emmett out. He’s figured out what’s happening. I can see it on his face: He’s pissed. The gay dude says, “Do I look like a tit man?” and walks off. That pisses me off, so I grab him—not grab but, like, touch—and the guy flips out. “Get your hands off me!” And I’m just like, “Whoa, chill out, dude.” You know, like, “Let’s not make this a fight because we both know how that’s gonna end.” My buddy Niño’s holding me back, telling me to simmer down. Then someone shoves me from behind. It’s Emmett. He’s gone from pissed to something else, like pure fucking animal rage. He’s crying, and his eyes are wild, like, I’m gonna rip your fucking throat out.

	FD: He tried to hurt you?

	CT: No, the other guy. If I wasn’t holding him back—

	FD: Seems kind of out of character, don’t you think? Attacking a stranger?

	CT: Not really. People like Emmett—they have no impulse control.

	FD: People like Emmett?

	CT: I’m just saying, once he gets something in his head, a switch just kind of flips and that’s it, game over. Like the can of Pringles. You mess with his food or say the wrong thing, he’ll fucking take a bite out of you.








CHAPTER 23

Lizette threw herself at Emmett the moment he walked through the apartment door, her hugging, screaming excitement wringing all thought of the missing woman from his mind.

“What?” he said as the dogs yapped and scratched at their legs. “What’s happening?”

“I got the money! He said yes!”

“What money? Who?”

She released him and flopped back over the arm of the couch with an ill-boding crack. “Fuck, I think I broke the couch.” She laughed.

“What’re you talking about?”

She pulled herself up. “You remember that venture capitalist guy I met with?”

“The investor from Miami?”

“I followed up with him the other day, told him about my idea of expanding GORDITA into menswear, and apparently he loved it. I just got off the phone with him and he’s in!”

“You mean—”

“I’m going full-time, bitch!”

“Holy shit! Lizette!” They hugged again. “We need to celebrate!”

“Let’s a throw a party!”

Emmett could think of nothing worse: people in his private space, forced mingling, a huge mess to clean up after. But Lizette had worked so hard. She deserved this. “Okay. Wait, tonight?”

“Nothing big, a fiestecita. A fiestecita GORDITA. Oh come on, we have to!”

“All right. Sure. Just—”

“What?”

“No surprise guests, okay?”

“Stop. As if I’d ambush you like that. A fun night, that’s all I want.”



Lizette, you fucking liar, Emmett thought seven hours later as he opened the door onto a smiling Aaron, showered and dressed and clutching a bottle of wine as if ready for a romantic date.

“Jesus,” Aaron said, almost startled, scanning Emmett up and down. “You look—”

Emmett could barely hear over the Chicano rap blasting behind him, the loud slurring voices of Lizette’s friends and cousins. They filled the small apartment with their drunken Spanglish and some of the most unabashedly X-rated dancing Emmett had ever seen on a Tuesday. He missed the end of Aaron’s pronouncement, but the way he was looking at Emmett suggested approval of the kind to which he was unaccustomed even from the most ardent of his online admirers. He could practically see the hot-face emojis in Aaron’s eyes; it lit a fire in Emmett’s cheeks.

“So glad you could make it. Come in.”

He’d barely crossed the threshold before—

“Aaron!” Margarita sloshed from Lizette’s cup as she wrestled him into a loose-armed hug. “You made it!”

“Wouldn’t miss it. Congrats again. This is for you.”

“So fucking sweet,” she said, taking the bottle. Then to Emmett: “Isn’t he so fucking sweet?

“Uh-oh,” she added, seeing Emmett’s expression and slinging an arm over Aaron’s shoulder to whisper, “He’s mad because I wasn’t supposed to invite you.”

“You weren’t?” A surprising flicker of vulnerability, perhaps a worry that he’d misinterpreted the invite as more than it was.

“Shut up,” Emmett snapped at Lizette.

Before she could respond, Armando grappled onto her from behind. “Come dance, baby. This is our song.” Pulling her back toward the patch of living room carpet serving as a makeshift dance floor.

Emmett met Aaron’s eyes and looked away. “Sorry about that.”

“No worries.”

“It’s not like I didn’t want you here. I just didn’t think you’d be interested on a school night. Not a school night but a—”

“I’m interested.” Aaron’s crooked smile brought Emmett up short.

“Uh—can I get you a drink?”

“Beer if you’ve got it.”

Emmett nodded and slunk away into the kitchen. He exhaled into the open fridge, atingle with nervous energy and crawling dread. His mind was telling him to play it cool, and the scars on his heart, to stay above it. Don’t read into it. Don’t get your hopes up. You already know how this ends.

Aaron was eating chips and salsa when Emmett found him. He took the bottle and said, “Thanks. What’re you drinking?”

Emmett eyed his Malibu and Diet Coke with embarrassment. “Tito’s.”

“Well, cheers.” They clinked. Emmett drank deeply, partly to loosen his nerves, but equally, in vehement need of its sugars.

They stepped aside to let one of Lizette’s cousins grab food. “Cool place,” Aaron said, looking around.

“It’s a shithole, but it’s home.”

“No, I like it. So close to the beach?”

“What part of town are you in again?”

“Hillcrest.”

“Right. Commute must be nice.”

Aaron nodded, studying the carpet. Emmett anticipated what was coming and wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

“Hey, sorry again about the museum job,” Aaron said. “Shitty how it all worked out. I feel like such a jerk.”

“Totally fine.”

Emmett was about to mention his promotion at the store, but before he could get the words out, Aaron continued, “Maybe it’s for the best. At least now we can do this without it being weird.”

“This?”

“Hang out.”

“Why would that be weird?”

Aaron smiled and shrugged. Showing none of his cards.

Bastard.

And yet for an hour he didn’t leave Emmett’s side except to pee and get more drinks. (Emmett bore the switch to vodka with self-loathing aplomb.) They talked, and laughed, and eased into companionable drunkenness.

Maybe more than companionable. Emmett felt the seams of his insecurity coming apart, allowing bits of his authentic self to show through—his humor, his light, his innate musicality, his body swaying to the beat of Lizette’s ass-shaking playlist—while Aaron reciprocated in his own way, communicating his affection with hints of trenchant humor and a blessing of little touches. A brush of their hands, a squeeze of Emmett’s shoulder as they laughed. Each one a surprise, a titillation, prompting a tickle of desire.

Emmett hungered, but not for food. Not even for sex.

He craved Aaron like he’d never craved a person before, and it scared him.

Then suddenly Aaron was stumbling away from him, Lizette dragging him back by the arm. “Come dance! Emmett, come on!”

“What do you say?” Aaron said, inviting Emmett to join.

He shook his head. His feet remained planted. It was etched into the part of his brain that governed self-preservation: to dance was to make his body visible, and to make it visible was to make himself vulnerable. Hank’s voice rose from the depths of his psyche to condemn him: That’s what happens when you don’t listen, sport. I only wanted what was best for you. For your health.

When he was thinner, none of that would bother him anymore.

When he was thinner, he would flirt and dance and live.

He watched on from a safe distance as Lizette’s cousin Oscar—a thin-limbed twink with gold hoop earrings, who barely ever looked at, let alone spoke to, Emmett, as if to ward off unwanted advances—danced backward up to Aaron, nestled against his crotch. Emmett sensed an instant tension between them. Aaron leaned in to whisper in Oscar’s ear.

A landslide of emotion unleashed inside Emmett. He was twenty-three again, in the Gaslamp Quarter, watching Chris and the guy Emmett was crushing on make fun of his boobs. He was seventeen again, at prom, dancing with Lizette and imagining she was Jake Butler, the only other out gay guy in the school, who hadn’t asked him. He was eight years old again, sobbing into his pillow because Hank caught him snacking and called him a fat fuck, and even though Emmett’s belly was full, he was so terribly, terribly Hungry.

Alcohol simply wasn’t enough to make this bearable. He went to the dining table and loaded up a plate—chips, guac, heaps of Lizette’s homemade enchiladas. Not as much as he wanted, but there’d be plenty left over after everyone went home.

He glanced up, unconsciously checking whether anyone had clocked him, and noted Aaron and Oscar’s absence. They seemed to have disappeared—together.

Emmett wouldn’t let himself get upset. I told you not to get your hopes up. I told you this would happen. Still the void inside him gaped, frayed and tender at the edges.

Skirting the throng of dancers, he carried his plate back to his bedroom.

The bathroom door opened as he passed. “Hey, your lock’s broke,” someone said. Emmett paused, disoriented. It was Oscar, alone.

“Sorry,” Emmett replied and shunted off, confused.

He pushed open the door at the end of the hall and stopped before the totally surreal sight of Aaron standing in his bedroom.

He turned, caught off guard himself but smiling. “Hey.”

Emmett thrust the plate of food onto the dresser, as if intending it only as decoration. “I thought you’d left.”

“Sorry. I went looking for you, but I… got distracted.” He rotated, taking in the Detective Pikachu poster on the wall, the stuffed Sobble cozied up on the bed.

“Yeah, sorry. It’s a bit juvenile.”

“No, it’s cool. Pokémon Yellow was my jam back in the day.”

Emmett smiled. “Old-school.”

Aaron inched toward him as he studied the room. “So what’s your type?”

“Sorry?”

“Fire, grass? Hopefully not ghost. I don’t think my heart could take it.”

He doesn’t mean that. “Water. You?”

“Pika, pika. Gotta be electric.”

They were practically nose to nose now, close enough to touch. Aaron would have to be the one to do it. But he wouldn’t. Guys like Aaron didn’t go for guys like him.

Even after guys like you lose ninety-five pounds?

He was thinner, wasn’t he? Emmett had forgotten. And yet remembering didn’t make this feel realer. He just couldn’t wrap his head around being desired.

“Electric type, huh?” he said. “Guess that means you’re my weakness.”

“You know,” Aaron said, closing the gap between them, “I kinda like the sound of that.”

His snaggletooth bumped Emmett’s incisors with a little click as they kissed. It seemed to carry a trace of electricity, a pleasant shock running to the back of his mouth and down his spine into his stomach: a yellow ball of electric current, lighting him up from the inside out, bright and hot and throwing off sparks. His arm hairs stood up. His penis flushed. Every inch of him crackled.

Aaron used his Thunderbolt.

It was super-effective.




Appendix P—Health Journal

PARTICIPANT DETAILS



	TRIAL ID: OBXII202305

	 

	PARTICIPANT NO: 82941




	DOB: 12/8/94

	 

	SEX: M




	HT: 5'11"

	 

	START WT: 323 LBS




	Date of Entry

	 

	 




	8/28/23

	 

	 




	Current Weight (lbs.)

	 

	 




	224

	 

	 




	Lost to Date

	Calculated BMI

	BMI Category




	99 Lbs.

	31.2

	Obese





Please describe your physical, mental, and emotional state as pertains to this clinical trial.


Look, I don’t care what your stupid little calculator says. I’m counting from my heaviest weight, which means… I’VE LOST ONE HUNDRED FREAKING POUNDS!!!!!

Like my friend Lizette said when I told her: “That’s un-fucking-believable.” She also said I should go to the ER immediately to make sure my internal organs aren’t hemorrhaging lol, but that’s another story…

Lizette might think I’m at death’s door, but right now it feels like the opposite’s true. Like I’m finally starting to live.

Though clinically I’m still considered obese, you wouldn’t know it looking at me. I’d describe my current body type as “cuddly,” as “bear cub,” as “There’s a guy with some meat on his bones but not in a bad way.” I’m SO much happier at this weight. It feels great to be down to a size XL, and for the first time I’m starting to appreciate my face. I always thought I was ugly, but I don’t think I was—my handsomeness was just hidden. Looking at pictures from even a few weeks ago makes me cringe.

I say that, but I still don’t feel even close to being “thin enough.” In the course of an hour I might feel totally gorgeous and utterly grotesque. I still don’t take my shirt off at the beach. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve made great progress, but I have a long way to go. My goal weight is 150 pounds, slim and trim. At this rate I’ll be there in no time.

Even being this size has brought so many benefits to my life. My sleep apnea has improved dramatically—I probably don’t even need my CPAP anymore. Dr. Halleck recently rechecked my blood, and my A1C is down to 4.2—far below the diabetic danger zone. I have so much more energy and desire to go places, even the gym (though mostly, I admit, to take workout videos for Instagram). People seem to be treating me differently there these days, not constantly congratulating me or resenting me for using the machines. It’s almost—ALMOST—like I belong.

It’s probably no coincidence that I was recently promoted at work, and I’m thriving in my new role. This week I started rolling out a new series of guest engagement trainings. It’s so nice to be teaching again and to have the respect of my teammates. They’ve already improved their skills by leaps and bounds and seem to be feeling more confident because of it. It’s the best feeling as an educator. If only actual teaching could’ve been this way. Who knows, maybe I’ll give it another try one of these days. Nothing seems out of reach anymore… XD

But perhaps the biggest thing improving my “mental and emotional state” is my love life—specifically, the fact that I actually have one now!!! I recently reconnected with an old classmate and we’ve been really hitting it off. The whole thing is so surreal. A few years ago I used to daydream about being with him, and now it’s actually happening!

I’m taking things slow, so no action yet except for a couple of tipsy kisses, but we’ll get there. Honestly, the idea of showing someone my body still freaks me out a little. Okay, a lot! But Aaron’s not like the other guys I’ve dated. He accepts where I’m at, even when I can’t. My body has changed so much so fast. I guess it’s just taking my mind a little while to catch up…

He’s invited me over to his place Saturday night and—it needs to be said FOR SCIENCE—I think we’re going to do it.

God, I sound like a freaking teenager!

Whatever. That’s how he makes me feel.

In fact, that’s how this whole process makes me feel—like I’ve been given another chance at life. And this time, I’m not going to waste it.








CHAPTER 24

Aaron’s apartment building was a modern luxury high-rise in the heart of Hillcrest, boasting an abundance of premium amenities including a yoga studio, rooftop lounge, and wellness center with sauna. Judging by the online photos, no one there was older than thirty-two or under eight on the attractiveness scale. Their too-white smiles suggested flourishing sex lives and paid-off student loans. The smallest studio started at $2,580 per month.

Emmett picked up Chinese on the way and took the elevator up to the third floor. When he answered the door, Aaron looked stricken and was speaking into the phone at his ear: “I know, it’s crazy.” He gave Emmett a one-armed hug and a peck. “Sorry, come in. Just be a second.”

Emmett stepped inside. Noting the rack by the door, he removed his shoes and followed Aaron down the hall as he wrapped up the call. The one-bedroom apartment was clean and stylish, decorated in lived-in midcentury modern. Emmett set the food on the island and turned as Aaron said, “Sorry about that. My boss.”

“Everything okay?”

“Do you know Georgina Hodge?”

The missing woman from Future Makers. Emmett ignored a prickle of discomfort. “Not well. I interviewed with her once. Did they find her?”

“Her body. In Lake Murray Park.”

“Oh my god.”

“They think it was a coyote attack, like that woman in La Jolla.”

“A coyote? That’s crazy.”

“She was such a nice lady,” Aaron said. “Sorry. Terrible date conversation.”

“It’s okay.”

“Thanks for picking up dinner. Ready to eat?”

Emmett was starving. After having nothing but salad and lentil soup for two days to make sure he was “ready for anything,” he’d been a little dismayed when Aaron had suggested fast food. Did that mean he didn’t plan to make a move?

They made plates and ate on the couch, scrolling through Netflix for a movie. Aaron paused on The Whale. “Have you seen this?”

“Not yet.”

“I don’t know if I can do it. I’m here for a Brendan Fraser comeback, but do you remember George of the Jungle? That loincloth was, like, my sexual awakening. I just can’t take him seriously like this.”

Emmett chased a floret of broccoli around his plate, wondering if like this meant in a fat suit or no longer a Greek god. Whatever. He should take it as a compliment; if Aaron still saw Emmett as fat, he wouldn’t have brought it up at all.

And yet as they ate, watching some dumb gay rom-com where even the supposedly less attractive guy was jacked, Emmett found his thoughts plagued by insecurity—how much food was on his plate, how fast he was eating it, how desperately he wanted seconds. At what weight, he thought, would he not feel self-conscious about getting up and taking more?

A hand alighted on Emmett’s thigh, as light and unexpected as a sparrow.

He didn’t react right away. Five years on from his embarrassing first Grindr hookup, Emmett still felt clueless about the rituals of sex. Afraid of committing another faux pas but eager to communicate his desire, he shifted closer to Aaron, their knees and arms touching. The message seemed to be received. Gradually Aaron’s hand migrated toward the rising lump in Emmett’s jeans. His silky gaze shone over Emmett like moonlight, a balm of momentary beauty.

Their lips met, soft, hungry. Emmett’s body tingled. His blood fizzed. He tried not to wince when Aaron’s hands slid down over his sides.

At last Aaron pulled back, breathless. “Lean back.”

Emmett paused, then lay back, his heart pattering nervously. But instead of his belt, Aaron reached for Emmett’s foot.

He lifted it up, peeled off the sock, and tossed it to the floor. Then the other.

“You have nice feet,” he said, pressing the soles to his cheeks.

“Uh. Thank you.”

“I want to kiss them.”

Emmett felt embarrassed, like he was watching something private, shameful. But no. As fetishes went, feet were a relatively tame one. He was lucky to be with Aaron as it was. He needed to open his mind to this. “Okay.”

“Say it,” Aaron said. “Tell me to kiss the soles.”

“Kiss—kiss the soles.”

Aaron kissed them up and down, fast little pecks. “Now what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Tell me to suck your toes.”

Emmett didn’t want to. “Suck my toes.”

The feeling was wet, tickly, uncomfortable. Emmett’s erection was dying.

Aaron stood, whipped off his belt, and pushed down his chinos and boxer briefs. Released from the elastic waistband, his erection sprang upward and bounced.

Kneeling on the edge of the couch, he lifted the closer of Emmett’s feet to his face and masturbated as he kissed it, a furious jackhammering motion that evoked pain more than pleasure.

The angle was unworkable. He stood again.

“Bedroom.”

Emmett welcomed the interruption. He followed Aaron in and took off his jeans.

“Lie down.” Aaron knelt on the end of the mattress, knees tucked underneath him like a schoolgirl. Emmett lay back.

His erection returned as they kissed. He reached for Aaron’s, but Aaron pushed his hand away. “I prefer to do it myself.”

“O-okay.”

Aaron began to lift up Emmett’s shirt.

This time it was Emmett who objected.

“Leave it.”



After he was finished, Aaron shuffled off to the bathroom to clean off, underwear still looped around his ankles.

Emmett, already fully dressed, pulled his phone from his pocket. He was itching to check Instagram. That afternoon, he’d posted a reel of himself jogging and pumping free weights set to Britney Spears’s “Work Bitch.” He’d recently surpassed five thousand followers, a number so unbelievable he found himself needing to check it throughout the day, as if to make sure it was real.

Fifty more likes and several new comments. Followers: 5,236.

His stomach dropped. Fourteen people had unfollowed him.

Was it the video? The song? Did he seem too self-obsessed? Was he posting too often? Were people upset that he’d liked their comment without responding? There were so many now that he could barely keep up.

Do it anyway. His followers had to know how much he lived for them—his Truepers, as he’d started calling them. They had to know that it was their support that kept him going. When he felt bloated and disgusting or the odd troll tore him down, their congratulations, praise, even their thinly veiled envy built him up again, filling him with a confidence that might last for minutes, even hours at a time.

A moment later Aaron returned to the room.

“You’re so hot,” he said, kissing his lips.

And Emmett, lowering his eyes to the screen, drinking in his followers’ attention like a tonic, believed it.





CHAPTER 25

To celebrate Lizette’s thirtieth birthday, her family took her and Emmett to SeaWorld. He had good memories of going there with his dad when he was a kid, but not since he was seventeen and a ride operator at the new manta ray–themed roller coaster looked him up and down and said, “We’re probably not gonna get you on this.” In fact they did get him on, by smashing the restraints down over his chest and stomach, but the experience was so humiliating, and the ride so physically painful, that he’d never tried it again.

These days Emmett would have no trouble, but out of respect for Lizette, who didn’t stand a chance, he walked the park with her while her family and Armando stood in line. They bought soft pretzels and explored Wild Arctic, observing the belugas and harbor seals. Emmett stood entranced before the walrus exhibit, in awe of the unselfconscious poise with which they maneuvered their exquisite fatness through the water: pushing off the glacial rockwork with a showy ripple, flattening their blubber against the acrylic as if to make their bodies all the easier to admire. Emmett envied them. Over one hundred pounds down from his starting weight, his own return to the water still felt a long way off.

In the hubbub of the crowded park, he didn’t notice his phone buzzing. By the time he checked it, he had several missed calls and texts from Aaron.



Just got to Humphreys. Are you here yet?







Got our tickets. I’m by will call when you get here.







ETA? Don’t want to be late…







Where are you? The show’s already started







Seriously where TF are you? Are you ghosting me???





What was Aaron talking about? He had mentioned he and a friend were going to see some comedian at Humphreys by the Bay, but there’d been no discussion of Emmett coming along.

He scrolled back through their extensive text log, pausing at the words I’m so excited, I love comedy!!! When had he written that?

A little further, and here was Aaron saying his friend couldn’t make it, asking if Emmett would like to join him. Emmett agreeing. Aaron refusing to accept payment for the ticket.

What? Emmett couldn’t remember any of this. How had he forgotten an entire conversation?

His phone began to vibrate.

“Shit.”

“Everything okay?” Lizette said.

“I’ll be right back.” Adrenaline pumping, he squeezed through the crowd to the back of the ice cave–like exhibit area. How was he going to explain this? How had this even happened?

“Aaron—” he said, answering the call.

“Thank god, I thought something happened to you. Where are you?”

“I’m with Lizette—”

“Lizette?” In the glare of Aaron’s snappish tone, Emmett lost his nerve.

“There was an accident. She cut her hand chopping vegetables and I had to take her to the ER.”

“Oh my god, is she okay?”

“She’s fine. But there was a lot of blood. It was really scary.” What are you talking about?

“Shit. I’ll come over, where are you?”

“No, no,” Emmett insisted. “I mean, thank you. But we’re fine.”

“Sorry for freaking out on you. I should’ve realized… Glad you’re both okay.”

“Thanks.” The word oozed guilt; Emmett swallowed it down. Looking around, he saw Lizette cocking an eyebrow and making her way toward him.

“Well, I’m gonna head inside and try to catch the last half,” Aaron said. “Text you later?”

“Sure. Enjoy the show.” They said their goodbyes and ended the call.

“What’s happening?” Lizette said.

“I’m such an idiot. I told Aaron I’d meet him and totally blanked.”

“That’s not like you.” She looked concerned. “Do you think it’s the—”

“It’s not anything. I just forgot.”

“Okay, jeez. Is he mad?”

“I gave him an excuse. By the way, you’re in the ER. You almost lost a finger.”

“Wow.” Lizette’s head rolled back. “That’s some deception. If you ever lie to me like that, I swear to god—”

“All right,” he interjected. “Come on. Let’s find your family.”





CHAPTER 26

If Emmett didn’t eat soon, something bad was going to happen.

It was late afternoon. He’d worked more than a full shift and still had over an hour to go. His shitty sack lunch was a distant memory. The vending-machine trail mix he’d later scarfed had barely made a dent. His usual quantities of food were no longer enough to tame his hunger. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt truly satisfied.

It was worth it, though. That morning he’d weighed in at 199 pounds. He hadn’t been under 200 since he was like, what, thirteen?

It was hard to say; for a few years there he’d refused to step onto a scale, refused to acknowledge his body’s growth by any measure other than the clothes that no longer fit and the cruelty of the taunts that hounded him across the Meadowbrook Middle School campus. Fries hurled at his head at lunch. Gum ground into his hair while waiting for the bus. Names like Porkémon and Titty Truesdale shouted by boys he barely knew, whose brutal deaths he idly fantasized about from the back of the classroom, and whose shirtless bodies, glimpsed in the locker room after PE, he held in his mind as he masturbated at night.

It wasn’t just worth it to be this size, but lucrative. Ever since he’d surpassed five thousand Instagram followers, brands had been reaching out, offering to pay him to promote their products. He turned most of them down. He wasn’t interested in hawking protein powder and vitamin supplements. What he wanted was to educate, to inspire. For that reason, he started offering remote personal coaching services, providing space for people like him to express their struggles and fears, giving advice on staying resilient in their journey to self-actualization. He was fully booked, but mostly his clients wanted his diet and exercise secrets. He advised them to cut out sugar cold turkey.

Emmett’s stomach yowled like a randy tomcat. Pretty soon, he wouldn’t be responsible for his actions.

A call went out over the radio: customer requiring assistance in the freezer section. He was passing that way anyway. His chinos sagged as he clipped the radio back on his waistband. He’d have to ask Lizette to take them in again.

When he reached the aisle, he was greeted by Myra astride her mobility scooter, a lilac muumuu stretched taut between her splayed legs. Her sides poured out from under the armrests, her enormous belly making the T-shaped steering apparatus look as tiny and funny as a toy.

Emmett strode into the aisle with a tight smile. “Hey there. Need some help?”

“Yeah, I was— Heyyy,” Myra said, her small, piggy eyes sparkling with recognition. “Is that who I think it is?”

“What’s left of me.”

“Gosh, you got so skinny.”

He preferred You look great or even incredible, but it was something. Lizette barely acknowledged his weight loss at all. “I don’t give a fuck how much you weigh,” she’d said when Emmett pressed her on it. “I’m not gonna say ‘You look good’ like I thought you looked bad before. And anyone who does is an asshole.”

Emmett wondered if she wasn’t a little jealous.

“How can I help you?” he said, and Myra directed him to a family-size sack of frozen French fries on the bottom shelf. “No, two,” she added when he began to close the freezer door.

A variety of frozen meats, and a pizza, and ice cream. It was always like this: he helped her out with one thing, and he was her personal shopper for the day. He’d never minded before, but things were different now. He kept having to master his expression. Two bags of French fries? he thought as he schlepped them into her basket. The triple chocolate ice cream? Does she really need all this junk?

He batted the thought away. Who was he to judge anyone for their food choices?

Then, as he cleared the shelves of Heinz cocktail sauce on her behalf: Maybe if she lost some weight, she could get it herself.

Smash! A bottle slipped out of his hand and hit the floor. “Damn it.”

The gruesome-looking splat triggered him unexpectedly. At once his mouth flooded with saliva, hunger sizzling a ragged hole in his stomach. Weird—he didn’t even like horseradish.

“Butterfingers,” Myra jeered.

“We’ll get that cleaned up. Is three enough?”

He loaded her up and radioed an associate to clear the mess. The bottle was solid and thick, broken into a few large pieces. He collected them barehanded. “I should take care of this, if that’s everything.”

“You go. Don’t go dropping anything else, butterfingers,” she said and motored off.

Emmett gazed after her, stifling a slur.

Having disposed of the glass at the nearest waste station, he wiped his hands on his shirt and changed out the bag. His stomach howled as he walked the glass-filled bag back to the dumpster.

After, he headed for the break room in search of a stale muffin, or even better, something savory. He ached for a rare burger, a blue flank of carne asada. Chewy and fatty and practically raw, juices running red down his chin.

By the time he got back up front, Myra had checked out; he spied her zooming through the automatic doors, Jazz calling out from her check stand, “Ma’am, you left something!”

Seeing she had a line of customers to serve, Emmett said, “I got it,” took the bottle of cocktail sauce, and stalked after Myra.




Appendix Q—Health Journal

PARTICIPANT DETAILS



	TRIAL ID: OBXII202305

	 

	PARTICIPANT NO: 82941




	DOB: 12/8/94

	 

	SEX: M




	HT: 5'11"

	 

	START WT: 323 LBS




	Date of Entry

	 

	 




	9/29/23

	 

	 




	Current Weight (lbs.)

	 

	 




	192

	 

	 




	Lost to Date

	Calculated BMI

	BMI Category




	131 Lbs.

	26.8

	Overweight





Please describe your physical, mental, and emotional state as pertains to this clinical trial.


Mental state not great. Definitely experiencing some memory issues and not sure if it’s from the trial??

At first it was just little things, like not being able to remember what I’d had for breakfast or completely forgetting a volunteer shift I was scheduled for—stuff that isn’t like me at all.

But recently I feel like it’s been getting worse, less like forgetfulness and more like short-term memory loss??? For example, waking up one morning not being able to remember where I’d been the night before. Then I found a text conversation with my boyfriend, Aaron, like a full-on text conversation that I couldn’t remember having AT ALL. Apparently I’d made plans to go to a show with him and didn’t realize it until he was blowing up my phone, asking where I was. I had to make up some story.

Then this week at work, something happened that really freaked me out. One of our regular shoppers finished checking out and we noticed she’d left something at the register. I ran out to give it to her and saw her rounding the corner toward her apartment across the street. I remember going after her, calling her name… and that’s where my memory goes dark. Like, I have a few images swimming around my head, but mostly stuff that doesn’t feel possible. Why would I follow her back to her apartment? Why would she be screaming???

Next thing I remember, I’m walking back into the store and my coworker Jazz is like, “Where the hell have you been?” She says I’ve been gone for like two hours—and she’s right. I turn to look outside and it’s night. WTF?

“What’s that on your shirt?” she says. I look down and see something red and sticky. I tell her it’s cocktail sauce. My hands were covered in it earlier and I’d wiped them on my shirt.

But WAS it just sauce? I could’ve tasted it and been certain in a second, but part of me didn’t want to know. Why couldn’t I remember where I’d just been?

I’m still pretty freaked out about it, to be honest. Between the blackouts and my crazy hunger, all these weird cravings for raw meat… something’s not right. What’s happening to me???








CHAPTER 27

The clinical trial protocol required that after the first three months, doses of EmaC-8 should be self-administered at home rather than by Cronus Health. Emmett had welcomed the change, which meant fewer trips to Chula Vista. It also reduced the frequency with which he was forced to expose his stomach to Dr. Halleck for injection.

Though he was smaller now, edging toward average, Emmett still felt nervous about showing his body. He blamed the loose skin beginning to accumulate at the base of his stomach, which he kept concealed under a cummerbund of flesh-colored Spandex he’d ordered online. Despite his best efforts to hide the garment from Aaron—never taking his shirt off in front of him, even during sex—Aaron had noticed it. He seemed surprised but didn’t say anything. Emmett was grateful he didn’t have to explain.

At the end of his most recent check-in, Halleck had given him a box of four plastic injector pens—two months’ worth of doses—each preloaded with clear blue serum like a drip of California sky. Now Emmett stood before the bathroom mirror, pinching different rolls of flesh, assessing them for potential.

He settled on a bit of belly fat where his stretch marks used to be livid and pink, now ghostly pale. He held the pen against his skin but couldn’t bring himself to push. It wasn’t fear of the needle that stopped him, but a lesser-defined discomfort, a stray whisper of dark instinct that gave the serum the look of smiling poison.

A couple of hours later he dug out his participant handbook and found the number to Monstera’s participant hotline. He needed to speak with someone, reassure himself that what he was experiencing—these lapses of memory, these cravings—was normal and safe. He was met with a robotic voicemail.

“We’re sorry, you’ve called outside our normal business hours.”

Ten a.m. on a Monday was outside normal business hours?

He left a message requesting a callback as soon as possible.



Twenty-four hours later, Emmett still hadn’t heard from Monstera or taken his injection. He ought not to go too long without it, but he couldn’t escape the feeling that something wasn’t right. Why had no one seen Myra around the store the past week? Usually she was in every couple of days. Trying the hotline again, he received no answer and decided to go straight to the source.

“Monstera BioSciences, this is Lisa, how may I direct your call?”

Emmett recognized the voice of the receptionist who’d previously complimented his hair.

“Hi, Lisa, my name’s Emmett. I’m a participant in one of your clinical trials. I’m having some, uh, uncomfortable side effects and I was hoping I could—”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she cut across him. “Let me give you the number to our participant hotline—”

“I have it, and they’re not answering. I really need to speak with Dr. Saito if that’s possible.”

The shine had gone from her voice. “Please hold.”

A wave of futuristic jazz, mid-tempo and cool, swallowed the silence.

The receptionist finally returned to the line. “Dr. Saito’s in a meeting at the moment, but I can take a message.”

Emmett sighed and gave her one. “Can I get her direct line just in case I don’t hear—?”

“Thank you for calling and have a healthy, happy day.”



When Emmett returned home from work that evening, Dr. Saito hadn’t called. He pushed away the feeling that they were trying to avoid him. What would be the point of the trial if they weren’t interested in understanding how the treatment was affecting users?

She was probably just busy, stuck in back-to-back meetings. He’d hear from her in the morning.

In the meantime Emmett returned to the stack of participant paperwork, including the report of findings from the Phase I trial. He felt guilty for not reading it thoroughly before now.

Long, dense, and filled with technical jargon, the read was no easier the second time around. Buried in the appendices he found a series of participant profiles he’d missed before. Their unremarkable results mostly reassured him. One profile described a man who lost 211 pounds over fourteen months, reporting various mild side effects including nausea, gas, and worsening of his preexisting IBS, which proved manageable with over-the-counter antidiarrheal medications. A twenty-four-year-old female lost forty-three pounds over five weeks before discontinuing the trial after becoming pregnant. A middle-aged woman reported side effects of “persistent and extreme hunger,” “regular bouts of dissociative amnesia,” and what the author described simply as “unnatural cravings.” Strangely, she seemed to have dropped out of the trial after five months, despite having lost 127 pounds and shown improvement in nearly every category of health.

The reason for her not completing the trial stared up at Emmett from the page.


Participant incarcerated on charge of murder.



Dark thoughts chased themselves around his head. He and this woman had the same bizarre side effects. Then five months in—not much further than Emmett was now—a death.

Had she woken up with blood on her hands too? Had she walked out of work and returned two hours later with no memory of where she’d been?

No. He was jumping to conclusions. That was cocktail sauce on his shirt. Just cocktail sauce. Anyway, he couldn’t even be sure this woman was guilty. For all he knew, she’d been acquitted.

He opened Google on his phone and paused, unsure what to search. The participant profile offered a clue. DOB: 6/20/78. That would make her forty-five, or forty-four when she’d been arrested.

He searched the words san diego woman 44 arrested murder and clicked on the top link, a video posted to the News 8 YouTube channel the previous year.

“Tonight a woman is behind bars, accused of brutally murdering her ex-husband,” said the suited, silver-haired anchor from behind the news desk. “Good evening and thank you for joining us. I’m Todd Getz.”

“And I’m Mariana Laredo,” recited his coanchor. “The neighborhood of Mira Mesa has been left reeling tonight after a man was shot dead in his home. News 8’s Travis Medina is on location with this really disturbing story, Travis.”

“Indeed it is,” said a younger man reporting live from a residential street. “Tanya Swygert and Ken Holmes had been married for more than a decade when the couple divorced in 2020. Now Swygert is being held at the Vista Detention Facility on first-degree murder charges after the forty-four-year-old confessed to entering her ex-husband’s home and shooting him with his own gun.

“Police found Swygert wandering the streets covered in blood after Holmes’s neighbor reported hearing screams and gunshots next door. But neighbors say this isn’t the couple’s first run-in with the law.”

“Ken used to hit her real bad,” said a neighbor woman in an interview apparently filmed earlier that day. “Called her all sorts of names. Fat cow, fat… I can’t say it. Got so bad near the end the police were out here once a week.”

“Neighbors say that even though the couple’s relationship was turbulent, they were shocked to learn that it was Swygert, rather than Holmes, who had been arrested,” said Medina.

“Tanya was the sweetest person you ever met,” the neighbor continued. “No matter how bad Ken hurt her, you never even heard her answer back.”

“Guess she must’ve been plotting for revenge,” said another neighbor, a man, “but you wouldn’t know it. She seemed to be doing so good. Lost all that weight—had to be at least a hundred pounds. And so quick. It was unbelievable. I thought, ‘Finally she’s getting her act together. Finally she’s moving on.’ But maybe you never move on from something like that.”

Medina reappeared on-screen. “Swygert’s attorney says that despite confessing to the murder, his client will pursue a plea of not guilty, claiming she was acting under the influence of experimental, mind-altering drugs at the time of the murder. He added, quote, ‘If Tanya had wanted to kill her husband, she would have done so long before the clinical trial.’ ”





CHAPTER 28

After the YouTube video, Emmett doubled his efforts to get through to Monstera. Why hadn’t they called him back? What the hell kind of experiment were they running?

When neither his calls nor his follow-up emails received a reply, he took to the company website. The landing page was hazy and bright, as if hidden behind a cloud. An emerald monstera leaf unfurled at the center of the page, revealing a cutout letter M. It rotated, then fell away, clearing the fog to reveal a spare but tasteful homepage.


Monstera BioSciences

Innovative Solutions to the Nation’s “Biggest” Problems



Emmett navigated to a page titled “Who We Are.”

Beneath a couple of short paragraphs on the company’s history and ethos were the smiling faces of the leadership, their matching headshots displayed hierarchically. He stared, in thrall to Dr. Saito’s beauty: the little tilt to her blond head, her approachable smile, her dark, withholding eyes.

Her bio contained no contact information. He backed out and scanned the executive titles for one that sounded like her boss. If working in retail had taught him anything, it was how far one could get by speaking to a manager.

Cecil H. Smith, PhD—Founder & Chief Science Officer. The only name without a photo.

Emmett clicked through to a short bio:


Prior to founding Monstera BioSciences in 2011, Dr. Smith served on the faculty of the Torrey Pines Medical Discovery Institute and later Allegiant University Health Sciences, including as director of the university’s Center for Obesity Research and Innovation, which he founded. He oversees the departments of Discovery and Translational Development, Drug Discovery, Cell and Gene Therapy, and Product Development. He is the immediate past chair of the Leadership Council of the California Childhood Obesity Coalition (CCOC).



This was the guy. But again no contact info, and Emmett doubted he’d get far calling the main line. On a whim he googled cecil smith monstera phone email and clicked on the first result. It took him to a PDF uploaded to the CCOC website, what seemed to be a list of members of a planning committee for a community fun fair, years old. There it was, under his name: smith@monsterabio.com. A phone number followed.

Emmett took a breath and dialed.

Not expecting an answer, he was running through the voicemail he planned to leave in his head when after a couple of rings the call connected.

“Uh—hi,” Emmett said, caught off guard. He waited for an answer, but no one spoke. “My name’s Emmett Truesdale, and I’m a participant in your clinical trial.” Still no answer. “Hello? Is anyone the—?”

Beep-beep.

He pulled the phone away, the call disconnected.

What the fuck just happened?

The device chimed with notifications. More likes and comments on the previous day’s Instagram post. It gave him an idea.

In the search bar he typed Monstera BioSciences and found their profile. It was sleek and spare like the website, 153 followers. Emmett gloated.

The content was friendly, anodyne. Photos from a recent biotech conference, another of a scientist in a lab coat for International Day of Women and Girls in Science, a group shot of a dozen college-age kids in business casual.


It’s #NationalInternDay, and we’re celebrating our amazing crop of summer interns! Our competitive internship program provides a world-class educational experience to students from a wide range of disciplines and backgrounds, preparing them for careers in #biotech and other STEM fields. From clinical operations to product development, we offer a variety of career paths to unlock our interns’ potential and help them flourish. [image: Emoji: Herb.] [image: Emoji: microscope.] [image: Emoji: DNA.]



On second glance, Emmett recognized one of the interns: the nerdy cute kid who’d introduced Dr. Saito at the informational session. His account was tagged. Blake Whitmore.

His grid was plastered with photos of him on the job, and even more of him jogging, working out, flexing in the bathroom mirror at the university gym. Emmett followed him, hoping Blake would recognize a fellow fitfluencer and return the gesture. If he did, Emmett would be able to message him without getting stuck in Message Requests.

Almost at once, a notification chimed. Blake had followed back.

Seizing his opportunity, Emmett opened a chat and fired off a string of messages.



Hey, thanks for the follow!







We’ve actually met. I was at the Obexity info session back in April.







You probably don’t remember me







I looked a bit different then haha





A trio of bubbles danced on-screen.



Cool, looking good man. Nice to know I’m at least doing something worthwhile here.





Emmett got the impression that Blake wasn’t totally satisfied in his work.

Must be a cool place to work though, he tried.



Would be cooler if they paid me.







You work for Jenni Saito, right?







Yeah







Nice







Not really







Oh dang, sorry [image: Emoji: Grinning face with sweat.]





Emmett hesitated, afraid of jumping the gun.



I’ve actually been trying to reach her. It’s semi-urgent but I haven’t heard back.







I’m sure she’s just busy.







You wouldn’t be able to give me her direct phone number, would you?







Sorry, she’d murder me.





Emmett huffed.



No worries. You’re not in the office now, by any chance? If she’s around, maybe you could pass along a message?





He could sense Blake’s waning interest in the increasing amount of time between replies.



I am but she just left for an off-site







Dang. I really need to talk to her and no one at the participant hotline is getting back to me. Any advice?





A long pause. He was almost surprised when Blake wrote back.



Honestly she doesn’t get back to me either, about pretty much anything, at least until she misses a deadline and then screams at me that I “didn’t push hard enough” and made her look bad







Jeez, she sounds like a lot of fun [image: Emoji: Grimacing face.]







Fucking hate her







The only way to get through to her is to show up in her office and stand there until she answers your question. That’s what I usually do when I can be bothered.







Nice haha







Honestly at this point I would do it







If only I knew where her off-site was







Or her trusty assistant let slip the location haha…





Emmett tensed in the absence of Blake’s reply.

The green bubble at the top of the screen went dark, and the status indicator changed to Active 1 minute ago.

“Fuck.” Emmett tossed the phone aside. What now?

Maybe he should just take his injection. He didn’t want to quit the trial or be tossed out. But how could he be sure it was safe?

He snatched the phone back up and typed, halfway through a backpedaling “only joking, wouldn’t want to get you into trouble” kind of message when the bubbles returned. Blake was typing.

You know what, fuck it, he finally replied. I’m probably gonna quit soon anyway. They’re meeting with their lawyers at 11 a.m.

He followed up with an address.



Tell her she’s a bitch from me.









CHAPTER 29

The law offices of Prentice & Darrow LLP nested in the depths of a severe dark-windowed office building in downtown La Jolla, standing in contrast to the beachy resort-style luxury that surrounded it. Emmett’s heart pitter-pattered as he rode the elevator up. He’d gotten there as soon as he could. They’d probably be in the middle of their meeting, but it might be his only chance to get answers. The time for bold action was now.

The elevator opened onto a posh waiting room: Swedish furniture, low tables splashed with Ranch & Coast magazine, a plate-glass vista out to the Pacific, its glittering patina deadened by the premium tinting.

“Good morning,” said the woman behind the welcome desk. “Do you have an appointment?”

Emmett faltered. Bold action.

“Actually, I’m late for one.” He channeled a tone of clipped certainty, of a man with places to be and money to make. “I’m meant to be in the eleven a.m. with Monstera BioSciences. Running behind.”

“Of course. They’re in the boardroom. Down the hall to the right.”

Emmett nodded and headed off, barely holding it together. That had been almost too easy. A taste, perhaps, of what life was like for the average-bodied White man.

He slowed as he approached a wall of frosted glass crisscrossed with clear diagonal stripes. Through a sliver of clarity, he spied several professionals around a long table, their attention directed toward a giraffe-like man in a baggy suit, presenting before a projector screen.

This had to be them. The screen displayed an anatomical diagram of an obese body. Emmett felt triggered, remembering Dr. Halleck’s office.

The slide changed, and one diagram became a progression of four. Day 1. Day 30. Day 180. Day 360. The body becoming slimmer, the amygdala and prefrontal cortex of the brain larger, the stomach tighter and more angrily red.

Strangest of all was the heart: growing leaner, darker, but also more brilliant, from a soft ball of muscle choked yellow with fat to something resembling a black diamond, effervescent and cursed.

The slide changed and Emmett recoiled, unprepared for the brutal images that had flashed up on the screen: a mutilated body, a severed arm, the mug shot of a rawboned woman in her forties, her emaciated mouth and neck crusted with dried blood.

Tanya Swygert, the woman who’d killed her abusive husband. Emmett remembered her photo, a different one, from the YouTube video. But this… A wave of nausea rolled through him. Judging by the blood on her lips, Swygert seemed to have done more with the body than just shoot it.

Why hadn’t News 8 reported that? Woman eats abusive husband. He would’ve thought they’d be eager to run such a sensational story.

The slide changed; Emmett felt as if his stomach had been slopped into a bucket of ice water. He stepped unconsciously toward the glass, toward the image of Georgina Hodge’s naked body laid out on an autopsy table. In the corner of the screen, a close-up of bite marks.

A pack of wild coyotes flashed up next, posed regally on a hillside of untamed sage scrub. Emmett was nonplussed.

A head turned toward Emmett and Dr. Saito’s eyes met his, as piercing as a needle in soft flesh.

He staggered back from the glass, then turned to flee down the hall.

A second later, a voice spoke behind him. “Excuse me.” Dr. Saito stood behind him, diminutive even in her thick wedges. “Can I help you?”

“No,” Emmett said. “I mean, yes, but—” He collected himself. “I was told you’d be here. I’ve been trying to get ahold of you—”

“Emmett,” she said. “Emmett Truesdale. Is that right?”

He nodded. Her sigh of frustration seemed self-directed.

“Of course, I’m so sorry. I’ve been meaning to get back to you. This week’s just been—” She craned her neck to peek into a dark, empty office. “Maybe we can talk in here.”

He nodded again, surprised but relieved by her reaction. This didn’t seem like the woman Blake had described.

Emmett followed her inside. The lights flickered on and she closed the door. Two chairs faced a large L-shaped desk. Instead of sitting behind it as he expected, she pulled one of the chairs around and they sat, facing each other.

“Again, my apologies. We had some unexpected turnover on the team that monitors the participant hotline, and things have been hectic all week.”

“Right. Sorry for barging in like this. I just—I was getting desperate.”

“Understandable.” She crossed her legs, leaned back, hands laced in her lap like a therapist’s. “So you’ve been experiencing some side effects from Obexity, is that right?”

He nodded.

“That’s not what we like to hear. I did take a peek at your health journals when I got your message, and nothing stood out as immediate cause for concern. But I want to hear more about what you’re experiencing. Please?” A request, not a demand.

Emmett opened and closed his mouth. Now the moment had come, he felt ridiculous, overdramatic. He’d jumped to conclusions.

Then he remembered the presentation.

“Sorry, I know it’s none of my business. What I just saw in there—”

Dr. Saito dropped her head, almost laughing. “I can only imagine what you must be thinking. You’re probably more freaked out now than you were before. That was a lot.”

“The people in that room—”

“Colleagues from the California Department of Fish and Wildlife. We’re in negotiations to partner on a study looking at the medicinal properties of canine saliva, particularly in wild coyotes. You may know that canine saliva contains a peptide called epidermal growth factor, or EGF, that’s uncommonly effective at healing flesh wounds. That’s why you’ll often see dogs licking their cuts and scrapes. But we also think it might contain enzymes useful for weight stabilization. Even in well-fed coyotes under human care, obesity is rarely observed.”

“But Georgina Hodge—”

“Who?”

“The woman in the last photo,” Emmett said. “I know her. Knew her, kind of.”

“That must’ve been traumatic to see. I’m so sorry. The coyotes they think killed her are actually the ones we’re interested in studying. We believe they’re carrying abnormal levels of EGF. The bite wounds showed evidence of it, the properties I mentioned. But about your side effects.”

Emmett felt even stupider now. He almost couldn’t remember why he’d come here in the first place, why he’d been so certain that something was wrong.

“I just— I’m just a little worried about the effects of the treatment.”

Saito nodded, listening.

“I’ve been forgetting things. Like, whole parts of my day are just gone. There are times I don’t know where I’ve been or what I’ve done, and when I come to, I find that my…” He trailed off, gazing at his upturned palms. He couldn’t bring himself to say it, because what if it had nothing to do with the Obexity? Acknowledging it aloud was as good as a confession.

“You find what, sorry?”

“Just that, I have this feeling that something bad’s happened. That maybe I did something I can’t remember or—”

“Hurt someone?”

Again he was afraid to admit it.

“Many participants report anxiety of that kind,” Saito said. “It’s perfectly normal, but I can only imagine how distressing that must be. We’ll keep a close eye on your health journals. Obviously Obexity is still experimental, and we’re still learning how side effects develop over time.”

He nodded compliantly.

“But let me reassure you…” She leaned forward to touch his knee. “I would never subject you or any of our participants to a treatment I wouldn’t be willing to take myself.”

Emmett snorted at what felt like a joke. “Not like you need it, though, right?”

A lift of her eyebrows suggested an inclination to disagree.

“You’re not on Obexity, are you?” Emmett said.

Dr. Saito shifted, crossing her other leg. She seemed to be formulating a response that wouldn’t get her into trouble.

“You know, I’ve always struggled to fit in,” she said finally. “I was born in Orange County, but my parents, they were Japanese immigrants. I was heavy growing up. I looked different than the other girls at school. But not like my sisters, either. You don’t see many obese Asians, even in the U.S.”

“I imagine that was difficult.”

“Oh, I’m sure you can do more than imagine.”

“I didn’t have it as bad though, probably. The expectation to be thin is so much greater for girls, women.”

“I’m not disagreeing. I’m sure you’re familiar with the writings of Susie Orbach.”

“Fat Is a Feminist Issue. I read it in college.”

“I wonder, how many books about male fatness have you read?” Saito asked. As Emmett opened his mouth to respond she added, “And I don’t mean memoirs by male comics making self-deprecating jokes about being dumb fat slobs. I mean real books. Books that aren’t just laughing at you.”

He couldn’t think of any.

“We talk about fatphobia like it only affects women, but everyone who lives on the fringes of society’s expectations knows what it feels like to be ‘other,’ to be treated as less than human. When you’re marginalized in another way, it’s even worse. You not only have to contend with the expectations of White America, but your marginalization, whether it’s gay male beauty standards or your Asian mom telling you that you look like a pig in a kimono.”

Emmett laughed. “That’s harsh.”

“Tell me about it. Is it any surprise I battled my weight into my twenties? Yo-yo diets, eating disorders. Nothing worked, of course. I always knew I wanted to help people like us, which is how I ended up studying pharmacological chemistry. That’s how I first met Dr. Smith, our CSO—he was my research adviser at Allegiant before he founded Monstera. A true visionary. When he asked if I wanted to come work for him, I jumped at the chance. What he was working on, it sounded too good to be true. I had to see for myself. Try it even, if I could.”

“And did you?”

A look of wry confidentiality flitted across Saito’s face.

“You’re not still on it, are you?” Emmett said.

“On it? EmaC-8? A barely tested experimental drug without FDA approval? That would be grossly illegal, not to mention dangerous.” She slid him a sideways grin, as good as a wink. “Either way, you understand why it’s so important for people like us to have access to a treatment like Obexity. It’s the only thing that can save us in a country like this.”

“That’s depressing.”

“Hugely. Pardon the pun. But it’s true.”

Not a single part of Emmett disagreed. “I never want to go back to how my life was before.”

“I know. But that’s only possible if Obexity is approved by the FDA. I understand you have medical concerns—maybe even ethical ones, which, believe me, I get it—but we can’t do this without you. All of you in the clinical trial.” She sat back. “Okay, I’ll get off my soapbox now.”

Emmett studied the floor, guilty and reluctant to press for more information. Dr. Saito hadn’t answered all his questions, but whatever trifling concerns he might have paled in comparison to the urgency of her mission and what people like him stood to lose should Obexity never see the light of day.

“No,” he said. “You’re right. This trial’s important. For all of us.”

She smiled. Her eyes crossed back to the boardroom. “I should probably get back.”

“Right. Of course.”

They stood.

“Thanks for talking to me,” Emmett said. “And sorry again for—”

“How did you find me, by the way?”

He hesitated.

“Let me guess. My trusty intern told you.” She shook her head. “Oh, Blake.”

“Don’t be too hard on him.”

“Here. Let me give you my cell in case you need to reach me. I’ll do my best to respond in a timely manner, but if I don’t, just keep bothering me.”

“Thank you.” He recorded her details in his phone.

They walked out into the hallway. “Be well,” Saito said.

She returned to the boardroom and Emmett headed for the exit.

He felt light, unburdened not only of his anxieties about the trial, but of that terrible, throttling fear he’d felt while looking through the glass.

A study of canine saliva. Of course. It was just strange enough to be true.

Except—he paused in the waiting room, remembering the mug shot of the murderer Tanya Swygert, her blood-slicked mouth so evocative of cannibalism. Had anything Saito said about the study justified the photo’s presence in the presentation?

“Heading out?” said the woman behind the desk.

Emmett looked around, surprised, before remembering the cocksure persona that had served him so well before. Hushing the dark whispers in his head, he said, “I’m late for a lunch,” and walked out.





CHAPTER 30

“Emmett, my god! You’re skeletal.” Abby gawped at him across the restaurant lobby, her mouth an open U of disbelief. It was the exact reaction Emmett had been looking forward to for weeks. He hadn’t seen his family since he started taking Obexity, and Abby’s last-minute dinner invitation had been too good an opportunity to pass up.

“You’re so skinny,” she continued, stepping toward him. Emmett pretended not to hear the note of alarm in her voice. Their unpadded cheekbones knocked as they hugged. She drew back, gripping his arms, scanning him up and down. “Are you sick?”

“Come on.”

“But you’ve lost so much weight. Last time I saw you—”

Eager to avoid a conversation that might lead to a violation of his NDA, Emmett turned to greet his half brother and sister-in-law. Chris regarded him with a sudden jolt. “Jeez, Emmett, you’re lookin’—lookin’ pretty trim.”

The color drained from Jayla’s face. “You look great,” she warbled.

Emmett was relieved when Aaron walked through the door. He seemed to have come straight from the museum, still in his work clothes, stress and exhaustion etched around his eyes. He came over and Emmett kissed him hello. “Everyone,” Emmett said to his siblings and their partners, pausing as Abby continued to murmur something that sounded suspiciously like Do you think it’s opiates? “I’d like you to meet Aaron.”

One by one the others introduced themselves. The vibe was friendly but awkward, everyone clearly distracted by the elephant no longer in the room. “I hear congratulations are in order,” Aaron said, shaking Abby’s hand.

“Hm? Oh yeah. Thanks.”

“Come on, Ab, toot your horn a little,” said her partner, Mark, a red-haired business consultant and marathon runner from Massachusetts. Emmett had always liked him, not least because he routinely ordered double portions. “It’s not every day you win a landmark case. She wanted to stay in, but I told her we need to round up the gang and celebrate.”

“Absolutely,” Aaron agreed.

“Were you able to get hold of Niño?” Abby asked Chris.

“He can’t make it. Working late.”

“Speaking of opiates.” Abby rolled her eyes.

A moment later Mark’s and her friends Shivani and Kumail arrived, completing their party. The final introductions were made, and the host escorted them to their table.

As Emmett followed, he caught Abby appraising him. Her face was like an oozing gash, inadequately closed by the smile stitched over it.



The restaurant was Abby’s favorite, upscale, French-American fusion. Too expensive for Emmett, too chic. At one time, he would’ve felt like he stood out. His was a body built for Chili’s or the Cheesecake Factory. Making the most of the special occasion and his more inconspicuous physique, he ordered the largest piece of meat on the menu, a twenty-two-ounce rib eye cooked blue.

“Oh please,” Abby said once the waiter had gone.

“What?” Emmett reached for the bread basket.

“I mean.” Her eyes flicked around, inviting the others to back her up. “I’m just saying. Clearly you’re not ordering like that every day.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It’s not.”

“Honey—” Mark said to no avail.

“What’s going on, Em? Don’t tell me you’re back on that hCG thing.”

“Haven’t you seen his Instagram?” Chris said. “Our little bro’s been killing it at the gym.”

“You know I don’t do social media,” Abby snapped.

“He’s famous,” Jayla said. “He has like twelve thousand followers.”

“Wow,” Shivani said.

Aaron put his arm around Emmett, glowing. “And all in what, four, five months?”

“But how—” Abby said, before Shivani cut her off, phone in hand.

“What’s your handle?”

“I just changed it. It’s thetrueme.by.emmett.t.”

“This is great,” Shivani said a moment later, scrolling through his grid. “I need some weight loss inspo. I’ve been trying to shift these ten pounds since Dev was born.”

“I do coaching too,” Emmett said.

“Oh god,” drawled Abby, about to drain her merlot. Her expression shifted under everyone’s stares, and she lowered her glass. “I just don’t get the whole social media thing. All those airbrushed photos and sponsored posts. It just seems so curated. So superficial.”

“Isn’t all social interaction curated and superficial?” said Kumail.

“Parts of it might be,” Emmett said. “But just because something’s curated doesn’t mean it isn’t real. I get DMs every day from people saying my content inspires them or gives them hope or makes them cringe. Those reactions are real. The way they make me feel is real.”

“But those people don’t know you. Who cares what they think?”

“When the girls at school used to make fun of you for being fat, they didn’t know—”

“Okay,” Jayla said. “Abby, this is your night. Tell us about your court case!”

Emmett stewed, and not just about losing the spotlight. Who was Abby to give him a hard time about his eating? She’d struggled with eating disorders through most of her teens. She might pretend to be a health nut now, but everyone knew that was Mark’s doing.

Eventually the conversation circled round to Aaron. Everyone was interested in his job at the museum. “That must be so fun,” Shivani said.

“It can be. We have a new education manager and things have been a little…” He paused, checking Emmett’s expression. “I’ll just say it: the girl’s an idiot.” A ripple of surprise and guilty laughter went around the table.

“Serves you right,” Emmett said.

“What do you mean?” Jayla asked.

“Emmett didn’t tell you?” Aaron said. “He was in the running for the job. Unfortunately it didn’t work out.”

“But it brought you together?” said Shivani. “Seems like it worked out pretty well to me.”

“Right,” Aaron said. “I mean, so far it has.”

“Why didn’t Emmett get the job?” interjected Abby, lips red with the dregs of her second glass of wine.

Aaron faltered. “Oh, well. You know what a crapshoot hiring can be.”

She shrugged, her expression obstinate. “Not really.”

“Ab,” Emmett said.

“Just wondering. It sounds like something Emmett would be perfect for.”

“I got promoted at work. I got Aaron. It all worked out like it was supposed to.” Emmett’s expression was a wordless Shut up. This was why he didn’t let Abby into his life more. There was no predicting whether she was going to be on his side or dead set against him. Her loyalty seemed to change minute to minute.

He needed the restroom but held off as the entrées were delivered, the arrival of a pound and a half of bloody meat overwhelming all other bodily urges. He could hardly control himself, wolfing down the steak in ragged, sawed-off chunks, welcoming the discomfort of his fullness. Fullness but not satisfaction. His hunger was abating, but somehow his craving for meat intensified. He might even need to stop somewhere on the way home.

Finally, the steak stripped to the bone and his plate all but clean, Emmett excused himself for the men’s room.

He ran through a list of convenient fast-food options in his head as he peed: Jack in the Box, McDonald’s, a handful of taco shops. None of them appealed like they usually did. His body yearned for something else. He couldn’t put a finger on what.

Finished, he washed his hands and pushed open the door, halting at the sight of a thin, dark-haired woman darting away as if she’d been standing right outside the door. “Abby?” he called out. She didn’t answer, practically running back to the table.

With a cold wave of realization, he strode after her, his fists clenched.

“What the hell?” he said as he rejoined the table.

“What?” Abby avoided his eye, taking her fork back up and picking at her food.

“Don’t pretend. You were listening outside the bathroom door, weren’t you? Spying on me.”

Mark laughed, then said, “Were you?”

Cheekbones jutted through her tight, agitated expression. She leaned back and took a deep slug of wine. “I’m sorry, okay? But when your brother drops a hundred pounds in three months, binges a huge meal, then immediately runs to the bathroom, what am I supposed to think? That’s textbook bulimic behavior.”

“You would know,” Emmett said, plunging the table into shocked silence.

“Hey now,” Mark said.

“No. She’s been making jabs at me all night. It’s totally hypocritical. I have an eating disorder? I’m not the one they used to call Abirexia in high school.”

Jayla gasped and Shivani dropped her fork. They regarded Abby with stunned concern before she got up and hurried away from the table.

Jayla and Shivani followed.

An awful silence stretched before the men, guilt knotting Emmett’s guts. He had taken it too far, only meant to give her a taste of her own medicine.

“What was that about, Emmett?” Mark said, angrier than Emmett had ever heard him.

“Look, I’m sorry but—”

“You don’t say stuff like that. Not to a woman.”

The words touched a nerve, with a jolt of pain. “Fuck off,” he spat, snatching to his feet so violently that a water glass spilled. He didn’t pause to right it, already striding toward the exit.

“Have a good night,” the hostess called after him uncertainly as he charged past her station and fled into the parking lot.

Emotion inched up on him as he walked to his car. The moment he’d climbed in and shut the door, he burst into tears.

He didn’t understand it, or how he’d behaved in the restaurant. A few months ago he would’ve felt so uncomfortable in a place like that he would’ve made himself as small as possible, ordered the cheapest, smallest dish, and swallowed down every bit of criticism his sister threw at him. More and more he found himself behaving in ways that didn’t feel like him, hurting the people closest to him. He’d said something shitty to Lizette the other night and had to grovel for her forgiveness.

Then again, maybe they deserved it. All his life he’d been made to feel monstrous. He’d struggled for years, largely without his friends’ and family’s support, and now that he was finally breaking free—finally becoming the best version of himself—all they could do was tear him down.

He just wanted to be seen for who he was, not the weight he used to carry. Would it always be like this? Would people always view him as a body meant to be fat?

Almost unconsciously, Emmett withdrew his phone and checked his notifications, his sobs steadying as he took in the new comments on his most recent before-and-after:


ericfitla Half the size you used to be but double the man! [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.]

dkpurcell1 This transformation!!! You’re not even the same person, I refuse to believe it!!!

thefatandthefurious No one can convince me those are the same two people.

papareece95 hey man, i just have to tell you how proud of you i am… the change i’ve seen in you on here, inside and out, is just incredible… the person you were meant to be all along, and i’m just so damn happy for you…



Fresh tears leaked down Emmett’s cheeks. He wished he could reach into his phone and hug them, all twelve thousand of them. His Truepers.

He jumped as a hand knocked on the window.

Emmett sighed guiltily, seeing who it was. He lowered the window. “Hi.”

“How are you?” Aaron said.

“I don’t know… Sorry for embarrassing you in there.”

“Not at all. Your family were being dicks.”

“You think?”

“Totally. You can feel the jealousy coming off them in waves. They wish they looked half as good as you, but they’re old and straight and ruined their bodies with childbirth.”

Emmett snorted. “I like that take.”

“You did stick me with the bill, though.”

“Shit. Sorry. I’ll Venmo you.”

“You doing anything tomorrow night? Want to come over?”

“All right.”

Aaron kissed him through the window and they said good night.

A few minutes later Emmett put his phone away and pulled out of the lot, thinking gratefully of Aaron and his Truepers. How good they could make him feel with just a few words. How their support validated him in a way the people closest to him rarely did.

Who needed family or friends, Emmett thought, when they had the kindness of strangers?

He still had concerns about Obexity after speaking with Dr. Saito, but he couldn’t deny the treatment had transformed his world. The person you were meant to be all along. Was he really going to throw all that away because of a few side effects?

When he got home, he found Lizette texting on the couch, the TV on. “How was dinner?” she said, her voice elevated over the dogs’ excitement.

“Dramatic.”

“¿Qué pasó?”

“I’ll tell you in a minute. Need to pee.”

“Mando wants to know if you’ve seen his baseball bat.”

Emmett paused. “Yeah, I borrowed it to practice my backhand. I know that’s tennis,” he added before she could correct him. “What’re you talking about?”

“I guess he started keeping a spare here so he doesn’t have to run home between games, but he says he couldn’t find it anywhere.”

“Haven’t seen it.”

“Go pee. I want to hear about dinner.”

Emmett closed himself in the bathroom. He didn’t really need to go, but what he needed was there and he didn’t want Lizette to give him a hard time. His mind was made up about what he had to do.

He quietly slid open the drawer, riffled around, and found the box hiding under his spare CPAP supplies. Out slid the plastic tray, revealing a set of four injector pens trembling with sky-blue liquid.

No more procrastinating, no more self-doubt. It was time to get this weight off.




Appendix R—Interview Transcript


	FD: This is Frank Darrow and it’s just shy of noon on Monday, January 6, 2025. I’m here at the Starbucks on West Point Loma Boulevard with Lizette Castillo. Can you please state your age, occupation, and relationship to the subject?

	LC: Thirty-one. I own a fashion brand. Emmett’s best friend and roommate.

	FD: It took some convincing to get you to speak with me today. Any reason why?

	LC: I told you in my email. I don’t trust anything about you or that fucking Monster Corp.

	FD: By that you mean Monstera BioSciences?

	LC: I knew something was off about that clinical trial. I begged him not to do it, and then look what they did to him. I was there, you know, when it happened.

	FD: At the museum?

	LC: I’ll never be able to unsee it.

	FD: The blood? The mayhem?

	LC: The look on his face.

	FD: Right. Well. I just have a few questions.

	LC: You’ve got five minutes.

	FD: I spoke with a couple of Emmett’s former coworkers at Target, and they said he changed in the last couple months before he left. Not just physically. Did you notice that?

	LC: It was that drug he was on, that Emaciate.

	FD: EmaC-8, I believe it’s called.

	LC: That’s what I said.

	FD: So you think the treatment was to blame.

	LC: The treatment, the weight loss. And the social media, my god, the fucking social media. All those people telling him how great he looked, how amazing he was for dragging himself out of the fat gutter.

	FD: You think it went to his head?

	LC: He for sure started acting different. Started keeping an eye on what I ate. Making little comments. He convinced me to join his gym. At first it was fun, helping him take video for his Insta. But if I said, “I don’t feel like it today,” he’d call me lazy. He’d get on me about not working hard enough, taking too long on the machines. “Are you almost done? People are waiting.” It felt like he was embarrassed of me.

	FD: He’d never been that way before?

	LC: Not with me. Maybe himself. He was bullied his whole life. He internalized that shit pretty bad.

	FD: It sounds like he started to become a bully himself.

	LC: I didn’t say bully. Just… one of them. One night we got into a big fight—

	FD: Did he hurt you?

	LC: Never touched me. He got pissed at me, though, for giving him a hard time about the weight loss, saying fat was beautiful and there was nothing wrong with it. He said, “You sound like those idiot women on your Twitter feed. Stop trying to use body positivity to make excuses for your poor life choices.”

	FD: Harsh.

	LC: I’ve had worse, but coming from Emmett? If Mando ever found out—

	FD: You don’t really believe that, though, do you? That there’s nothing wrong with being fat?

	LC: What are you trying to say, dude?

	FD: I mean, from a health perspective—

	LC: Being Latina isn’t so good for my health. It increases my risk of pretty much everything—heart disease, cancer, stroke, diabetes. Which I’ve got. Would you say there’s something wrong with having brown skin?

	FD: That’s not a choice.

	LC: If being thin was just a choice, don’t you think most people would choose it and not have people like you judging them all the time? That’s why drugs like Obexity exist, right? ’Cause it’s not that fucking simple.

	FD: Obexity is a medical treatment. To help people improve their health—

	LC: Health, health. I’m going to write a children’s book called The Boy Who Cried Health. Like any of you give a shit. You talk about health because it’s more acceptable than admitting you hate fat people. Fat women especially.

	FD: I don’t—

	LC: At the end of the day, Emmett was being a hypocrite. That’s what riled me most. Like yeah, his body changed, but he hadn’t really. He still ate more in one sitting than most people eat in a day. He still hated his body even when he was being an asshole about mine. No matter how much weight he lost, he still wouldn’t take his shirt off at the beach.

	FD: Why’s that, do you think?

	LC: Because fat isn’t something you wear, like a piece of clothing. When you live with it long enough, when it’s a part of who you are, that shit goes all the way down.








CHAPTER 31

The text came the following morning, and Emmett assumed by its tone of concerned coddling that his mother had heard about the fight at the restaurant. Is everything okay? If there’s anything you want to talk about I’m always here. Call me soon. Love you.

He ignored it, mostly because things were busy at the store—some woman was having a meltdown over a flatpack cabinet she’d spent three hours building before realizing it was missing a piece—then he had to dash home to shower. He had plans to meet Aaron for a movie, some French horror thing about a student with a taste for human flesh. They skipped popcorn, and halfway into the movie he was starving despite the stomach-turning violence on-screen. It was slightly discomfiting, how much his mouth watered while watching it.

When the movie was over, he saw he had another text from Mom. Do you have time to talk tonight? I know you’re so busy. Miss you. He filed a mental note to call her later.

As they dined at an Indian place by the theater, Aaron shared that his new education manager had resigned. “Oh my god,” Emmett said, spooning chutney over his pakora. “She just quit? No notice?”

“She did us a favor. I’ve had my eye on someone great to replace her.”

Emmett’s eyes flicked up. “Who?”

“Don’t play dumb. I already talked to my boss, the one you met at the interview. She’s all for it.”

“Does she know we’re—?”

“Who cares? As long as we keep things professional at work, no one needs to know. You’re right for the job, and I need someone I can trust. You’d really be helping me out.”

“I don’t know.”

“Think of it as a stepping stone. It’s what you want, isn’t it, to get back into education?”

“Yeah, but…”

Aaron dropped his gaze, spearing a fritter with his fork. “All right, forget it. I thought you’d be happy, but if you want to deal with asshole customers at Target for the rest of your life—”

“No.” Emmett sighed. The insult was unnecessary, but Aaron was right: it was a great opportunity, a dream job. “It’s just the secrecy—”

“We’ll tell them. Eventually. When the time’s right.”

“What, when we’re married?”

Emmett wanted to yank the words back and swallow them. It was a joke. He hadn’t actually meant to imply—but Aaron sat back, shrugging, a twinkle in his eye. “Maybe.”

The waitress delivered their entrées, but Aaron continued to hold Emmett’s gaze. You heard me, his expression seemed to say.

Emmett’s gut churned with hope and confusion. Was Aaron for real? Emmett had never considered the possibility of marriage, at least not seriously. The dream was too big for him, or he was too big for it.

Used to be, he reminded himself. You used to be too big.

“What do you say?” Aaron said. “About the job.”

“I’d need to give two weeks.”

“Is that all? You’re not going to demand more money? Four weeks’ vacation? You have me over a barrel here.”

“I don’t know—”

“All right, you twisted my arm. Fifty-six K and three weeks’ vacation. Say yes.”

Emmett heard himself say, “Okay. Yes.”

“Amazing. Amazing.” Aaron grinned. “We’re gonna have so much fun. I’ll ask HR to send you the formal offer letter in the morning.”

Aaron leaned across the table and gave him a kiss, sweet and lingering. The thought rose to Emmett’s head, uninvited but welcome: the kind of kiss worthy of a wedding.



Aaron’s apartment was a short walk from the restaurant. They’d barely stepped inside when Emmett’s phone rang.

“Sorry, it’s my mom. I should get this or she won’t leave me alone.”

“No problem. Take it in the bedroom.”

Gratefully, Emmett slunk away and raised the phone to his ear. “Hey, Mom.”

“Not interrupting, am I?”

“No, no.” He sat on Aaron’s bed; a door off the living room closed. “I’m just at Aaron’s.”

“Shoot. I’ll call back.”

“It’s fine, I think he’s in the bathroom. I’ve been meaning to text you, it’s just been—”

“I know, honey. You’re so busy. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

“Why—?” In the excitement of the job offer (and everything), he’d forgotten. “I’m guessing you heard about last night.”

“Only Abby’s side.”

There was no point trying to avoid it. Emmett narrated his version of events, how excited he’d been to show off his new look, his disappointment in Abby’s reaction. “She was just being a such a bitch about it all night. I went to the bathroom, and when I came out she was listening at the door, trying to catch me throwing up.”

Joanna gasped. “No!”

“With Aaron there too. It was humiliating. I should’ve let it go, but I was mad and I reacted. I think I called her a hypocrite.” He didn’t bring up Abirexia; when it came to getting Mom on his side, this was how the game was played.

“I don’t blame you.”

A knot of tension loosened inside Emmett. Mom’s support was a fleeting thing, drawn to whomever she was presently speaking to, but it soothed him nonetheless.

“I just feel like no one in my life supports me,” he said. “I put in all this work to lose weight, I have all these people online building me up, and my own friends and family just want to judge me.” He felt guilty about the “all this work” bit, but the lie was necessary; he didn’t want his mom to think Abby’s fears were justified.

“I don’t judge you,” she said. “What you’ve done, most people could only dream of. I’m so freaking proud I can’t even stand it. I sent your before-and-after post to Uncle Gene and he couldn’t believe it was you. You know what he said? ‘I told you there was somethin’ special about that boy.’ ”

Emmett smiled, but the feeling didn’t last. Was it bad that he took pleasure in being seen as “not him”? Should he not condemn the people actively celebrating his erasure, or was Lizette just getting inside his head?

“I just,” Joanna began, and Emmett braced himself. “I just want to make sure you’re healthy, honey.”

That word again. Healthy. It had always hovered around the objections made against his body. Now it spiked his cortisol, winding his nerves like overtightened piano strings. “Suddenly everyone’s so concerned for my health,” he snapped. “Did you ‘just want me to be healthy’ when you were encouraging me to eat my feelings as a kid? When you guilted me if I didn’t have seconds or thirds of your cooking?”

“I never—”

“How about when you were taking me to the Hostess outlet? When you knew Hank was abusing me and you kept me in his care for years?”

“Don’t you—” The change was instant, the nasal softness of her sweet-mommy coo steeled over into harsh declaration. “Don’t rewrite history. When I found out what he was doing, I went mama bear on his ass, and I know you know that because you wrote about it in your blog.”

“But he didn’t stop. You knew it was getting worse and you stayed.”

“I thought he changed.”

“That’s not what Dad said.”

She paused, apparently shocked. “What? When—?”

“When I was in college. We had a few drinks one night and he told me everything. That you knew you were going to divorce Hank, but you wanted to make sure you got child support on top of your alimony. You were trying to get pregnant with him, knowing you’d just leave after the baby was born.”

The heat of her fury radiated through the phone. “Fucker.”

“So it’s true. You stayed for money.”

“Money I could use to take care of you when we left. Which we did!”

“Not until after what he did to me. Not until—” Emmett’s voice cracked, his tears slicing razor blades behind his eyes. “Do you know how much that still haunts me?” he hissed, conscious of Aaron in the other room. “Do you know how much I still think about that day?”

“I’m sorry, okay? I fucked up. I was a terrible parent and it’s all my fault. But Jesus Christ, you’re practically thirty. At some point you have to stop blaming your problems on Mommy and Daddy. I was a shitty parent, but as an adult, what you do with your life is on you. No one can make you put food in your mouth. Only you can do that.”

Emmett felt like he’d been slapped. Every part of him wanted to strike back. “So that’s it, then. It’s that easy. You just get to have kids, fuck them up, shove them out into a world that hates them, and call it a day. You get to just—” He strained for another bruising turn of phrase, frustrated when it didn’t come.

He couldn’t find the words to express the lava surging through his heart—his revulsion at this world in which he was forced to live. A world that never stopped telling him what he needed to be, do, look like, and own while making those things ever harder to attain. A world where people were systematically fattened like farm animals, then shamed for it, blamed for it, refused help by the medical community that condemned them, and called lazy and stupid when they failed to overcome the odds. A world, worst of all, that cared about none of it, refusing to ask any of the questions that mattered: How did we get here? Why did we let it get this bad? Where do we go from here?

“Look, I know you want to hate me,” Joanna said. “I know you want a scapegoat for all the things that’ve gone wrong in your life. Just give me some credit for trying. Whatever I did wrong, I really tried to give you the best life and make sure you knew that you were loved and I’d always have your back. I tried.”

“You did. I’ve never questioned that you loved me. But I’m sorry: You didn’t have my back. You did just enough to make yourself feel like you did.”

“I’m sorry I was such a failure of a mother. Obviously your father was a saint.”

“I didn’t say that.” His dad had been no better, and obviously Hank was the real villain. But the fact remained: It was his mother, with her never-ending dieting and her constant shaming of her body and others’, who had first taught him to hate how he looked. Held up to the patriarchal beauty standards her husbands were not, she had inadvertently passed down to her son everything she had never wanted for her daughter.

“I have to go,” Emmett said at last.

“Okay, honey. Call me soon,” she cooed, as if they hadn’t just fought.

He continued the charade: “I will. Love you.”

Call over, he remained perched on the edge of the bed. His Hunger grew like a sinkhole opening inside him: a great, black, swallowing abyss that only food seemed capable of filling. Only meat.

Human meat.

The thought struck him like a hammer to the back of the head, a shock reverberating through every inch of his body. Why would he, how could he, even imagine such a thing? What the fuck is wrong with me? He blamed the movie. This was why he didn’t watch horror.

But Emmett had always been good at talking himself into food he shouldn’t eat.

He thought of the Savage Hunger exhibition at the Museum of Us. In some cultures around the world, he reasoned, cannibalism was normal. People had been eating each other for millennia—not just for survival like the Donner Party, but for connection to a higher power, even as medicine. Was it any worse than whatever factory-processed slop they served him at the drive-thru? The practice was condemned, like Emmett’s fat body, not for any logical reason, but because society had decided somewhere along the line that it was objectionable. But did that mean he had to too?

Disturbing as the craving was, part of him was tired of feeling ashamed of his desires. He resented having to deny his body what it craved.

The world had put this Hunger in him.

Maybe it was time they faced the consequences.





CHAPTER 32

Emmett knew something was wrong the moment he opened his eyes. He was lying on the floor of his bedroom with a bitter, ferrous taste in his mouth. He must’ve fallen out of bed, bit his tongue. But he’d fallen asleep at Aaron’s. How had he gotten here?

He pushed himself off the floor, entwined in the comforter he’d dragged off the mattress. The carpet came into focus, reddish-black and gluey.

Blood.

It caked his arms in frantic smears, darkened his shirt—he could feel it crusted on his cheeks: raw and scratched and painful to the touch, like injuries incurred during a struggle. An assault.

His pulse quickened as he clambered to his feet. A cry of horror flew from his mouth as if attached to a yanking rope: the room. Blood was smeared across the sheets, scabbed over the doorknob and the overturned lamp he must have fumbled when he came in. He had come in looking like this, sometime in the night.

He had no memory of it. Last he recalled, he was lying in Aaron’s bed chewing over the call with his mom, craving meat. Human meat. Then falling asleep, for he could remember the sick, horrible, hungry dreams that followed. At least they had felt like dreams.

What have I done?

The doorbell rang. Tubbs and Bella went crazy as someone banged at the door. The police, come to arrest him. Panic wrenched through him. He was trapped.

He paused, hearing Lizette’s voice. She shouted at the dogs to shut up and answered the door. Emmett cracked his bedroom door, listening.

“Hey—”

“Is Emmett here?” a voice said. It was Aaron.

“I thought he was at your place,” Lizette said.

“He must’ve left in the middle of the night. I woke up and he was gone.”

Shit. Aaron had come looking for him. He mustn’t find Emmett like this. Thinking quickly, he darted down the hallway into the bathroom and locked the door.

His reflection in the mirror gave him a jump scare. His mouth and chin were caked with dried blood, reminding him of Tanya Swygert’s mug shot.

“I think he just went into the bathroom,” Lizette was saying.

Emmett ran the shower, began to undress. His body was covered in bruises—a reddening welt on his ribs, fingerprints on his clavicle. He threw the bloodstained clothes into the tub and stepped in after them.

Would Aaron wait for him to get out of the shower? What if he decided to hang out in Emmett’s room?

The shower spray splashed off his skin, dribbling reddish-brown water down the curtain liner and shower tiles, drumming the clothes at his feet. Blood pulsed out of them, snaking toward the drain.

A knock at the bathroom door. “Emmett?”

“I’m in the shower,” he called back.

“I’m coming in.”

“No—”

The door swung open. Fucking broken lock.

“Are you okay, what happened last night?” Aaron started to draw the curtain back; Emmett’s hand flew to it, holding it in place.

“Huh? Oh yeah.” Tone casual to dispel any suspicion that something was wrong. “Sorry, had to come home. Couldn’t sleep without my CPAP.”

“Your what?”

“My machine. For my sleep apnea.”

Aaron paused. “You should’ve said you were leaving.”

Emmett’s foot depressed the sodden shirt, squeezing out the last few wisps of blood. “D-didn’t want to wake you. Sorry, meant to text you when I got back, but I passed out cold.”

There was a silence behind the shower curtain. “Well, I’m glad you’re okay.”

Emmett breathed out silently, relieved. Then he said, “I have to head to the store pretty soon. It was sweet of you to come by.”

“Sure. You going to give your notice today?”

“My—?” Emmett started to say, then remembered the museum job. “Of course. Yeah, I’ll tell them today.”

“You don’t need any company in the meantime, do you?” Aaron’s tone twisted up with a smirk, and again he tugged at the shower curtain. Emmett stopped him.

“Sorry. I’m late as it is. I’ll text you when I’m off.”

“Can I at least get a kiss?”

Emmett suppressed a groan. He rubbed his face clear of any remaining residue, then, moving to the end of the shower, stuck his head through the gap between the curtain and wall. The air was cool against his face. Aaron, handsome and hazy in the steamy bathroom, smiled and came toward him. Emmett closed his eyes.

The curtain flew from his grasp with a swish.

Emmett’s eyes blinked open. Aaron’s smile faded as he stared down, his hilarity replaced by a stark, dawning horror.

“No,” Emmett exclaimed. “I can explain. It’s not what it—”

He broke off, realizing it wasn’t the state of the shower Aaron was staring at. His eyes were fixed on Emmett’s stomach, the wrinkled bag of excess skin he’d been so careful to hide.

“Jesus Christ!” Aaron said.

Before Emmett could form a response, the curtain swished back over him like a censure. A banishment.

The water was still running as Aaron rushed out of the room.

A moment later, the front door slammed shut.





CHAPTER 33

Emmett sat limply at the edge of his mattress, a wrapped towel shrouding the indignity of his midsection. Aaron’s expression stained his retinas like a glimpse of the sun. He couldn’t stop seeing it, couldn’t stop reliving that horrible moment of change: from laughter to horror, from attraction to repulsion, from I might want to marry this man to the sudden apprehension of an aberrant and inhuman nature. A monster hiding in plain sight.

He was shocked, having assumed that Aaron had already guessed what lay hidden beneath his shapewear. He ached with hurt and disappointment, no longer able to fool himself that this one was different. Still, he couldn’t blame Aaron for wanting to run. He only wished he could escape his body as easily—his greatest disappointment being that, for a brief few weeks, he’d thought he had.

He knuckled the snot off his upper lip, opening his eyes to the more urgent horror before him. Now what the fuck do I do? he thought, taking in the crime scene of his bedroom.

There wasn’t much he could do, not with Lizette here. She’d accosted him as soon as he came out of the bathroom. Like Aaron, she seemed to buy his story, but he mustn’t push his luck.

He waited until she went out, then worked quickly to stuff his soiled clothes and bed linens into a trash bag, fetch cleaning supplies from under the kitchen sink, and expunge the blood from the walls, fixtures, and fittings. He’d figure out what to do with the evidence later.

That word, evidence, turned his stomach.

But what about the carpets? A Rug Doctor could be rented from Vons, but it would need to wait until after work. As much as Emmett didn’t want to go, it seemed unwise to do anything too out of the ordinary. And anyway, he had promised Aaron he’d give his notice today.

He briefly wondered if it was worth it, if he even wanted to work with Aaron anymore after the way he’d behaved.

Maybe not. But nor could Emmett stomach backing out of the museum job. The part of him that hungered for love and approval wouldn’t let him ruin things with the only man who’d ever made him feel worth anything; he knew better than to bite the hand that fed him.



Emmett’s car, though not as bad as the bedroom, provided further evidence of a blood-soaked fugue. Flies congregated around a few dark stains on the trunk, matching ones on the steering wheel, gear stick, and center console. Thankfully, the upholstery wasn’t too bad, with just a few small smears on the driver’s seat that Emmett must have left himself.

One of the property managers passed by as he cleaned the back of the car with a rag and a bottle of disinfectant. The leathery woman stopped to stare, her eyes narrowed. Emmett masked his panic with a tremulous smile. No, nothing’s the matter. You haven’t seen anything odd.

“Two thirteen?” she called out, referencing his unit number. “Looking good.”

She nodded, impressed, and walked on.



Emmett ran into Rick shortly after clocking in. “Hey there. Little late, aren’t ya?” Rick said.

“Sorry—”

“Ah, never mind. Just a couple of minutes. Man, still losing weight, huh? You don’t have cancer or anything, do ya?” Rick laughed, miming a punch to Emmett’s shoulder.

Emmett stared. “Would you have a few minutes to chat today?”

“Sure, what’s up?”

“It’d be better to talk in private.”

Rick’s smile stuttered. “Right. Okay. I have a few things I need to do, but how about I give you a shout when I have a minute?” Without waiting for an answer, he hurried off.

Several hours later Rick was apparently still tied up. Emmett grumbled, wanting to get it over with already, lighten the black cloud of uncertainty hanging over his head. One of them, at least.

As he retired to the break room for his fifteen minutes, Jazz and another associate conversed at the table. The associate was younger, with discs in her ears, piercings, and witchy nails. The women noticed Emmett come in, but otherwise neither acknowledged him. Jazz had been weird with him lately. He sat as far from them as possible.

“Did you hear about that severed arm they found this morning?” Jazz was saying.

“Arm?” The pierced associate gaped. “No, where?”

“Few streets over. Apparently a coyote was walking down the street with it in its mouth.”

“Shut up!”

“Seriously, look.” Jazz pulled the article up on her phone and showed it to her. “Someone needs to do something about those friggin’ coyotes. They’re everywhere.”

“No, they’re cute!”

“Not these ones. I heard a pack of them killed a woman in a mobility scooter. One punctured her tires and two others dragged her out of her chair.”

“It was probably Cocktail Sauce Lady. I haven’t seen her in weeks.”

A hushed discomfort permeated the room; Emmett could sense Jazz glancing at him, measuring the risk of gossiping about him while he was right there. She leaned closer to the associate, dropping into a more secretive register.

Finally Emmett pushed back from the table and walked out.

He noticed Rick in his office as he passed and stopped in the doorway.

“Hey, Rick. Now a good time to chat?”

“Mm.” Rick swallowing down a bite of his Lean Cuisine. “Actually, I’m just—”

“This will just take a minute.”

Emmett entered, closing the door behind him.

“Sure. Come on in.”

Emmett pulled up a seat.

“You’re not quitting, are you?” Rick said with a feeble chortle.

Emmett pretended as if he hadn’t spoken.

“First, I just need to say,” Emmett began, “how much I’ve appreciated my time on this team, and especially the opportunity you gave me to step up as a leader. Unfortunately, I think the time has come—”

“You’re quitting.” It wasn’t a question this time. “Unbelievable. I guess you think you’re too good for us now that you’ve lost a little weight.”

Emmett was incredulous. Rick seemed to take the news as a personal insult. There was something insecure in his anger; the manager buttoned his jacket over his paunch.

“Just remember, we were here for you before you were Mr. Handsome. We gave you a job when you were just a big fat nobody.”

Anger flared through Emmett, like a gas leak catching a spark. He wanted to reach across the desk and throttle the man, tear his weak flabby body to pieces, scrape the meat off his bones with his teeth—

Jesus, Emmett thought, alarmed his mind had gone there.

He collected himself and pulled the folded envelope from his pocket. “My last day is the twenty-second—”

“Don’t bother. I’m cutting you loose after tonight.”

“What?”

“You’re a crap team leader anyway. Everyone’s scared of you. Rumors have been going around for weeks, and here I’ve been defending you.”

“Rumors, what rumors?”

Rick didn’t elaborate; he looked scared. “Get out. I don’t want to see you again, even as a customer. You’re banned.”

Emmett rose to his feet, fire billowing up his throat, his fists white-knuckled. “You’re not gonna tell me where to shop, you officious little fuck.”

Rick blanched, open-mouthed and shrunken behind his desk. He looked nearly as shocked as Emmett felt. Where had that come from? That sudden desire to strike, to hurt… to devour.

He stormed out of the store and traipsed across the parking lot to his car. He couldn’t finish his shift now, not after that.

The setting sun smeared the sky with gold and purple. The breeze sighed across the parking lot, putting a lazy rustle in the palms.

He slowed as he approached his Taurus at the back of the lot, his nose wrinkling. What was that smell? A foul, stomach-turning funk like shit and decay. Tossed around on the wind, it strengthened in waves the closer he got.

A skein of flies buzzed around the back of the car. More frantic and agitated than earlier, they pinged off the trunk like BBs, as if attempting to force their way inside. Hungry.

No. No. There was nothing in there. There couldn’t be.

He held his breath as he twisted the key in the lock, his heart crashing around his chest. The trunk popped open with a wheeze of rancid air. It forced Emmett’s hand over his face, preventing his ragged bellow of horror from filling the lot.

He turned away, retching. A body lay folded up in the trunk like a fleshy beach chair. The cracked lips hung open. Dark eyes stared. Where the left arm should have been was a weeping black circle of raw flesh and jutting scapula. Buckets of blood soaked the upholstery so thickly it still hadn’t fully dried. A divot in the side of the head matched the shape of the aluminum baseball bat glinting at the back of the trunk. The bat Armando had been looking for—it had been here the whole time.

Part of Emmett had known it all day, but now the truth was staring him, literally, in the face: He had killed someone. I’m a murderer.

Then a realization: He recognized this man. The gym bro who’d given him a hard time for forgetting to clean the chest press. The same string tank top, torn down the front, revealing a muscled, tattooed physique pockmarked with festering flesh wounds like meaty potholes no larger than the circumference of Emmett’s bite.

He turned and retched again, as if his body were attempting to force out the memory of Emmett’s bloody face from that morning, the bits of meat, he now realized, he’d been pulling out of his teeth all day.

But how could he have found this man to kill him? Emmett didn’t even know his name, only that he worked out at 24 Hour Fitness. Was that where he’d gone after leaving Aaron’s apartment, the only place he was sure would be open? Had he sought the man out or just happened to run into him, perhaps seen him leaving the gym and seized an opportunity? Had Emmett done it right there in the parking lot, or had he followed the man home before attacking him with the bat?

A flash of memory intruded on Emmett’s thoughts: an apartment building tucked behind that little car wash place on Rosecrans Street, a sign reading THE PRESIDIO—NOW LEASING. Then what? Something must have happened to separate the man’s arm from the rest of his body, and there was nothing here like a blade.

The word echoed through his mind in Hank’s voice, recalling a memory of the time Emmett bit him: monster.

Maybe the strange cravings and dark urges he’d been experiencing for days, writing them off as side effects of Obexity, were something else. A buried part of his nature at last beginning to show.

Maybe Hank had been right about him.

Emmett should go to the police. Turn himself in before he hurt anyone else. Surely there’d be security-camera footage from the gym parking lot or the apartment complex. He’d be in custody soon anyway.

But in so many ways, his life was finally starting to turn around. The new job. Aaron. His online following. Why did this have to happen now that he had so much to lose?

He slammed the trunk closed and collapsed against it, not knowing what to do. Not truly caring. It was difficult to focus. Underneath all the horror, disgust, and self-loathing, his stomach cooked in its own juices. Saliva filled his mouth. His heart ached for the taste of succulent meat, setting a stream of intrusive thoughts running through his mind.

The guy’s already dead; it’s not like you’re going to hurt him.

Your life’s already over; what difference will another bite or two make?

Who knows where your next meal is coming from—or how hard it will be to catch?




Appendix S—Health Journal

PARTICIPANT DETAILS



	TRIAL ID: OBXII202305

	 

	PARTICIPANT NO: 82941




	DOB: 12/8/94

	 

	SEX: M




	HT: 5'11"

	 

	START WT: 323 LBS




	Date of Entry

	 

	 




	10/10/23

	 

	 




	Current Weight (lbs.)

	 

	 




	177

	 

	 




	Lost to Date

	Calculated BMI

	BMI Category




	146 Lbs.

	24.7

	Healthy Weight





Please describe your physical, mental, and emotional state as pertains to this clinical trial.


This isn’t what I signed up for. If what I think is happening is happening, I want out.

I know I’m not the only one… I know I’m not the first. Tanya Swygert. She had it too, didn’t she? This hunger.

We’re all hungry, aren’t we? You’ve made us all into monsters…

Or am I just losing it?? After twenty-eight years of being gaslit by the medical community, being told that everything’s my fault, that I’m just weak and lazy and depraved, it’s hard to know what to believe.

Where do I go from here? How can I ever live with myself after what you made me do??

You want to know my emotional and mental state? Two words: Fiesta Island.







Appendix T—Facebook Post

News 8 San Diego [image: Emoji: Check mark button.]

223K Likes • 297K Followers

2hr • [image: Emoji: Globe showing Americas.]

The remains of a human body were found in a burning Ford Taurus on Fiesta Island early Monday. Used matches found at the scene suggest the blaze was premeditated. Police are investigating a possible connection to a severed arm discovered Sunday morning two miles from where the car was found.

[image: A news headline from NEWS8SD.COM reporting that a body found on Fiesta Island has initiated a murder investigation.]





CHAPTER 34

What had Emmett been thinking when he submitted that health journal?

Perhaps some part of him wanted to be caught, to be taken off the streets before he could hurt someone else. To relieve himself of the anxiety that churned through him like a stomach bug, sending him running to throw up several times a day.

Frankly, Emmett was surprised the police hadn’t yet connected him to the car or the charred fragments of bone and teeth they’d found inside it. Before dumping the car, he’d done everything he could think of to make it untraceable—removed the license plates with a screwdriver from home, destroyed anything that contained his name—but surely he was missing something. Surely it was just a matter of time before the police came beating down his door, and then what would he say to Lizette?

He sensed she already doubted his story of having gotten into a car wreck leaving work and miraculously walked away with just a few bruises. She bombarded him with questions the moment he walked in: Why hadn’t he texted her as soon as it happened? Why hadn’t he called her to come pick him up? Where was his car now?

“What? You’re not even gonna have a mechanic look at it?” she said when he told her it was being towed to the scrapyard.

“I did.” Emmett opened the fridge, mostly to avoid her scrutiny. “The mechanic said it was totaled. Do we have anything to eat?”

“You said you came straight home.”

“Lizette!” He slammed the door. “I’ve just been through a traumatic experience. Why are you giving me a hard time?”

“I’m sorry. I’m just trying to understand what happened.” She sighed and pulled him into a hug, not even complaining that she could feel his bones. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Want me to drive through somewhere?”

He nodded, childlike.

She picked up Mexican and they ate it on the couch watching Friends. It felt surreal, the mundane, momentary relief of it, given all that he still had to do.



Six hours later, while Lizette slept, Emmett took her keys, drove her SUV back to the island, and finished the job.

He’d only left the car parked there, in the dirt shoulder along the bay on the south side of the peninsula, where no one would notice the smell or the flies. Upon returning, he packed in the bloody clothes, bed linens, and cleaning supplies he still needed to get rid of from earlier; doused them and the body in cooking oil and paper towels (a suitable substitute for lighter fluid, he read in incognito mode); and tossed in a flaming match before jumping back into the SUV. The tires kicked up a dust cloud as he peeled away from the blaze in the rearview mirror.

That took care of the evidence—all but the bloodstains in his bedroom carpet, which he hid under piles of dirty laundry and got out the following day with a rented carpet cleaner. But even then, Emmett felt far from safe. He had half a mind to pack a bag and skip town, maybe even cross the border. But if the police were looking his way, surely running would make him only more suspicious?

Also there was Aaron to think about, and the museum job: the promise of his new life glistening on the horizon, so close he could almost reach out and grab it.

He couldn’t throw all that away. He would carry on as if nothing was wrong. Perhaps in time he might start to believe it himself.

Assuming this doesn’t keep happening.

Pushing the thought away, he texted Aaron about his conversation with Rick and his immediate separation from Target. Perhaps there was a chance Emmett could start at the museum immediately. The sooner his life got back to normal, the safer he’d feel.

A minute later his phone buzzed, but the message was from Lizette.



WTF is this??? Are you lying to me? You better not be fucking lying to me





Attached to the message was a link to a News 8 Facebook post, the preview photo showing the smoking husk of Emmett’s burned-out Taurus.

Fuck!

The phone began to vibrate. Lizette was calling. Dread trickled through him, greasing his insides like an internal hemorrhage, but there’d be hell to pay if he ignored her.

He answered. “Okay, just listen—”

“Emmett.”

“I can explain.” But how? How could he justify it—a body found in his abandoned car the same night he lied about having been in an accident—without telling Lizette the whole truth?

“I’m coming home,” she said.

“Wait—”

The line went dead.



Twenty minutes later Lizette stormed into the apartment, her voice booming down the hall to Emmett’s bedroom: “Emmett Gregory Truesdale, ven aquí now!”

He groaned low under his breath, needles of fear pinning him down to the mattress.

The door flew open. That Lizette hadn’t even gotten dressed properly—still wearing Armando’s band tee from the night before, face bare, hair up in a tornadic bun—told him he was right to be afraid. “Out!”

He followed her into the living room, his heart hammering.

“Sit.”

Emmett dropped onto the couch. She faced him. “Talk.”

“This—this is going to sound insane,” he murmured.

“I don’t fucking care.”

“You’re going to hate me.”

“Only if you lie to me again.”

“Just promise you’ll believe me, okay?” His voice buckled under the weight of his fear and anxiety. “I just need—”

“That’s not even a question. I believe you. Just tell me.”

Emmett breathed in, then let it all out.

Once he started purging, he couldn’t stop. He told her about the lost hours and his strange cravings, the times he’d woken up covered in blood and the disappearances that followed, the body in his trunk and his voracious animal binge of it.

Lizette remained uncharacteristically quiet, communicating her understanding through muted nods and swallowed shivers. She seemed to be holding something back. It made Emmett more anxious than the over-the-top reaction he’d expected; at least then he would know what was going through her head.

“What’s wrong with me?” he sobbed.

“Nothing’s wrong with you,” Lizette said, though it seemed to cost her some effort. “It’s the drug.”

“You think?”

“Obviously it’s the drug.” She paced around the room. “I should’ve realized something was up when you brought home that fucking carpet cleaner. Emmettito, why didn’t you tell me? We could’ve figured something out, gotten rid of your car.”

“They’re gonna figure out it’s mine. I’m dead.”

“Maybe not. Did you remove the plates?”

“Of course, but aren’t there other ways to trace it to me?”

“The VIN. It’s on the inside of the door and I think somewhere on the engine, but—”

“Fuck.” Emmett gripped his head. “I completely forgot about that!”

“But the article said they couldn’t find a VIN on the car. It melted off in the fire.”

“Okay, but what about DNA? Fingerprints?”

“If the fire was that bad, it would’ve destroyed everything.”

“You think that’s why they haven’t come after me?”

Lizette didn’t answer. She stood before the window, staring vaguely out to the street.

Emmett walked up behind her. “Lizette?”

She flinched around, spooked. “What?”

Emmett’s tears rushed back. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“What now?”

“You’re scared of me,” he said. “You think I’m a monster.”

“No I don’t.”

“You’re going to turn me in. I never should have told you!”

“Emmettito, listen to me.” She touched his shoulder, turning him to face her. “You’re my best friend. I love you no matter what you do.” She hesitated, swallowed. “I’ll be honest, this is a lot to take in. The idea of you eating a guy is pretty fucking foul. I mean of all the crazy diets you’ve done over the years, this is by far the worst one.”

“Stop,” he spluttered. “It’s not a joke.”

“I know. I know. Especially if this is… something you can’t control.” A whisper of unease glimmered behind her eyes.

Emmett noticed now how much space she had left between them.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think maybe it’s best if I stay at Mando’s, just for a few nights—”

“No, please,” said Emmett desperately.

Her hands pulled away as he tried to grab them. It felt like a tiny knife to his heart.

“I’d never hurt you,” he pleaded. “You have to know that.”

“I know you’d never do anything on purpose—”

“No. It doesn’t work like that, I don’t think. That guy, and the Future Makers lady—they were assholes. Do you remember all the stuff they said to me? I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”

“So you only eat people who insult you?”

“I don’t know,” Emmett said, his voice breaking. “I don’t know, I—”

“Hey.” This time it was Lizette who took his hands in hers, drawing him into her dark-brown gaze. “Mírame.”

“What?”

“I believe you.”

“No, you don’t. I’ve killed people.”

“It sounds like they both deserved it. I mean, I probably wouldn’t have started with murder. Maybe broken their kneecaps.”

“Stop trying to make me laugh,” he said, halfway between a chuckle and a sob.

“I’m so serious. I’m your homegirl, your ride-or-die. You know that. If you go down, we’re going down together.”

“So you’re not going to turn me in?”

A laugh broke through her serious expression. “I am, like, so offended right now.”

Fresh tears ran down Emmett’s cheeks. It was hard to believe he could be accepted this fully by anyone but his mother. But if anyone had ever shown him it was possible, it was Lizette.

Finally she went to grab her purse. “I need to head back to Mando’s. I left Tubbs there.”

“Are you coming back?”

She paused at the door; her head swiveled around, her smile loving but burdened. “Yeah. Soon. Maybe tomorrow.”

Emmett hated that she needed time, but it was the least he could give her. “Okay.”

“Just please. I don’t want to come back to find a half-eaten corpse in my bed or some shit.”

“I’ll contain them to my room.” It surprised Emmett that he could joke at a time like this, and how grounding it felt. He didn’t deserve it, or her. “Promise.”





CHAPTER 35

Lizette returned to the apartment with tacos late that night, making a joke that Cotija’s was out of human meat and he’d have to settle for al pastor. Things between them were pretty much normal after that.

Confiding in her had halved Emmett’s burden, but the part that remained still weighed on him. After two days he still hadn’t heard back from Aaron. This wasn’t totally unusual. Maybe he was still feeling awkward after seeing him naked. Still, Emmett worried something was wrong. Had Aaron seen the same article about Emmett’s car Lizette had and gotten suspicious?

Emmett checked in and was relieved when Aaron blamed his radio silence on a “crazy week.” He said he’d been working behind the scenes so that Emmett could start sooner at the museum, pending the successful clearance of a background check (he and Lizette had a good laugh at this—if only HR knew). He wasn’t sure Aaron was being totally forthcoming with his feelings, but he seemed to want to move forward, and that was what mattered.

Emmett tried to enjoy his last few days off work, but it was hard when he couldn’t stop refreshing the news sites, and every siren outside his window left him sick and winded from fear.

The anxiety accelerated his weight loss back to a couple of pounds per day. He’d recently entered the healthy weight zone and looked better than ever: not just average, but handsome. The kind of good-looking you wouldn’t dream of covering up with baggy clothes or magenta hair. The kind of weight loss most people, normal people, would kill for.

It made him resent his excess skin even more, the last bastion of ugliness holding him back from perfect days at the beach. It made him regret letting Lizette convince him to destroy his remaining doses, snapping the injector pens and pouring the serum down the sink.

Yes, he had to get off Obexity. Yes, it was evil. Yes, it had driven him to kill.

But it had also given him a chance at life.





CHAPTER 36

“One ninety-seven. You’ve put on a pound,” Dr. Halleck said two weeks later, reading over Emmett’s vitals at his scheduled check-in.

“H-have I?”

Emmett’s hands fidgeted in his lap. He’d been dreading the appointment. Given the ongoing murder investigation, it was silly to be nervous about a doctor’s visit, but the Cronus Health medical office gave him the creeps, and it always felt like Halleck was one bad day away from ordering Emmett’s euthanasia.

If he’d gained a pound since his last doctor’s visit, then he’d put on a hell of a lot more since he was at his lowest weight. This didn’t necessarily surprise him. He’d been off Obexity for weeks, and although his physical hunger had abated, his eating had remained out of control. It felt like he spent most of his monthly trial stipend on fast food and groceries, at least what remained of it after paying rent and the loan on his new-to-him Nissan Sentra. It was all he could do to cope with the stress.

“You been taking your doses?” Halleck said, eyes on the clipboard.

“Yeah,” Emmett answered. Even to his own ear, it sounded like a lie. “I mean, I might’ve forgotten once or twice. The drug affects my memory.”

“Do you think EmaC-8 is a joke?”

“No—”

“It’s not. Even a slight variance from the prescribed dosage can lead to extreme volatility in the endocrine system.”

“Endocrine?”

“The system that creates and releases hormones. It’s how your body regulates mood, metabolism, growth. We’ve seen cases of participants doubling up doses, creating a sudden, dramatic imbalance in thyroxine and triiodothyronine, with weight fluctuations to match. Double that in moments of high stress.” There was something strange about the way he said “high stress.” Had he read Emmett’s last health journal? Part of him had been expecting him to bring it up.

“So you’re saying—”

“Follow the trial protocol. Take your doses, or I’m pulling you out of the trial. This is a serious medical study, not a game.”

Do I look like I’m having fun? Emmett wanted to say. But getting off Obexity hadn’t just reversed his weight loss; in more ways than one, it had taken the bite out of him.

Halleck stared, then turned his back to his patient. “You can go.”

“I need my next set of injections.”

“You said you missed a couple doses. So you should still have some. Use what you’ve got first.”

Shit. “And if I misplaced those?”

Halleck looked around, an eyebrow cocked. “Then I’d assume you’re selling them illegally.”

“Why would I—”

“Upmarket drug dealers love experimental weight loss products. You could probably make a killing.” Halleck snorted, as if recognizing the irony.

Emmett didn’t doubt there was a market for EmaC-8, but Halleck was projecting. Participants choosing to stay fat for a bit of extra cash? He’d read studies about formerly obese people saying they’d rather get cancer or lose a limb than regain the weight.

“You doubt it?” Halleck said, reading Emmett’s expression. “Surely you’re not that naïve. Greed and obesity are comorbidities. Obexity can only cure one.”





CHAPTER 37

As fast as he’d lost the weight, it seemed to pile back on at twice the speed. Emmett should’ve been more concerned that the police were narrowing in on a murder charge—especially now that the gym bro’s remains had been identified by his dental records as those of missing Point Loma man Marco Jiménez—but it hardly registered against the horror taking place in Emmett’s weight-tracking app. Every morning he stepped onto the scale and anguished. Two, three, four pounds heavier than he’d been the previous day. A cancer-like growth: merciless, inexorable.

He bristled, guilty and oversensitive. He felt like his weight gain was hyper-visible and everyone was judging him for it, even strangers who had never known him thin. Though he was still small compared to how he’d started, the number on the scale didn’t actually matter: seeing it move in the wrong direction, even by a pound, tortured his mind with shame and insecurity. Every bite of food he put into his mouth was ripe for judgment and scorn. Mirrors exaggerated his most despised bodily features and whispered that everyone noticed.

He had to start losing again, but without Obexity he had only diet and exercise. Jumping back on the deprivation hamster wheel barely reduced his gain. It defied mathematical logic. Each pound gained equated to 3,500 surplus calories—that’s what he’d always been taught. But if that was true, how could he have put on two and a half pounds overnight when he was only consuming a thousand calories per day and practically killed himself doing it?

A few days of this and he burned out hard, tumbling headlong into an hours-long food binge that pushed him back up to 205 pounds, the upper end of the overweight category. A few weeks off the drug and he was nearly obese again.

That’s what happens when you take the easy way out, sport. When you pave your ascent with grease and fat. One wrong step, and it’s a slippery slope back to rock bottom.

He feared things were beginning to unravel, in and out of work. The education manager job that had seemed like a dream was quickly becoming a nightmare. From day one he’d had challenges with his team, namely a hotheaded coordinator named Ysella, bitter about having once again been passed over for the job, and a contingent of part-time educators and tour guides who supported her.

After being burned by the previous manager, the team was mistrustful of Emmett’s sudden hiring and set to work digging up dirt. By the end of his first week, everyone seemed to know that Emmett and Aaron were an item. He soon learned from Ry, a butch front-desk associate he was friendly with, that printouts were circulating of Emmett’s Instagram posts, on which a private account named wolfeboy3 had left romantically suggestive comments.

“I mean, I’m no expert in male anatomy,” Ry said, microwaving her lunch in the staff kitchen, “but five eggplant emojis seems abnormal.”

Emmett was tempted to add that when it came to sex with Aaron, even one eggplant would’ve been generous.

Aaron had barely touched him since the bathroom incident. When Emmett finally got around to broaching the subject, Aaron accused him of making too big a deal of his reaction, which he claimed was both minor and totally justified.

“If you found out I was lying to you for weeks—”

“How was I lying?” Emmett shot back.

“Oh, come on. You’re telling me you haven’t been hiding your skin under that man Spanx thing?”

“What did you think it was for? Like, of course I’m going to have loose skin after that kind of weight loss.”

“I thought you were just using it to tighten up, I don’t know.”

“Didn’t really care, I guess. As long as you got off on your weird little—”

“My little what?” Aaron spat.

Emmett wouldn’t lower himself to insulting Aaron’s kink. It was Emmett who was the problem, his body. “Forget it.”

He wasn’t sure how much longer the relationship, or realistically the job, would last. If Aaron didn’t fire him, the leadership might. They weren’t happy to learn that he and Aaron were dating but seemed far more disturbed by his sudden weight gain, judging by how they kept expressing “concern” for his “health.” (“This is a big job,” Aaron’s boss had said, cornering Emmett at the vending machine. “Are you sure you’re up to it? If there’s anything you want to tell us, we’re here to talk.”) The hourly staff didn’t even feign compassion; every time Emmett left his desk, whispers and laughter followed in his wake.

That, he could handle. Emmett was used to being judged and ridiculed. What was new was having someone else’s reputation to think about. The pettiness seemed to get to Aaron. He said nothing was wrong, but he’d been distant for weeks, and the few times they’d met up outside work, things between them were stilted and affectionless, the sex transactional and cold.

Emmett turned to his followers to fill the void, reposting old photos and videos. Engagement dwindled, and people complained about the lack of new content. His coaching business had all but dried up.

Reluctantly he returned to the gym, dragging Lizette back with him to film a reel of him running full-out on the treadmill, the worst of his returning flab smothered in an oversize hoodie. His caption read: You can’t run from your problems but you can run toward a better you.

Even the kindest comments were brutal.


ericfitla We all slip up. Good to see you haven’t GIVEN up. You got this!

heatherette478 [image: Emoji: Smiling face with tear.] What happened you were doing so well

jackattack7 Whoops, looks like you might’ve had one too many burritos there, burrito connoisseur [image: Emoji: Rolling on the floor laughing.]



Whatever. All big accounts had haters. It was the tax they paid on all that love.

Still, Emmett rewrote his bio to remove all mention of burritos.

He continued to post, garnering still fewer likes and more disappointment and anger than he’d thought possible. A feud broke out in the comments after a troll called him a “fat loser,” with one of his regulars jumping in to defend him. Don’t call him fat, that’s very rude you should say overweight or plus-size, with his strict diet and exercise regimen he’ll lose the weight again just give him a chance. This prompting additional followers to pile on her about perpetuating “fatphobic language.” One person referred to “plus-size” as a slur.

Emmett crawled into bed, exhausted and depressed and just wanting to stream movies and binge pizza. But without Obexity he’d just make things worse. He needed to get back on the drug. But how? It was available only through the trial, and he wouldn’t receive doses from Halleck for weeks. By that point he might have gained another fifty pounds. They would know he’d fucked up, maybe even report him for suspected drug trafficking. The last thing he needed was to get himself onto the police department’s radar.

Even worse: another fifty pounds and he’d be not just obese, but severely obese. A few months after that, and it would be like Emmett had never been on Obexity at all. Trapped once again in the body he thought he’d left behind, like a man released from prison only to be thrown in jail. Another very real possibility, though that didn’t scare him half as much.

Not for the first time, it struck Emmett how much more time and energy he spent agonizing over the fluctuations of his weight than the fact that he had killed someone—probably a few people. It wasn’t that he thought it was okay; he just kind of kept forgetting he’d done it. The murders didn’t consume his thoughts the way his body did.

Lizette suggested that because he’d committed those crimes while blacked out, they didn’t feel real in the same way, almost like they belonged to someone else. That made sense. But then, what did it say about him that he’d barely mourned the victims beyond weeping over interviews with their loved ones and the grief-stricken messages that flooded their social media accounts? What did it say about him that, over the course of a day, he despaired more for the loss of his thin body than these people’s actual lives?

He went around saying fat people should be treated with humanity, but where was his when it counted? And who was to blame for its absence? After all, Emmett didn’t want to obsess about his body. He had never asked for this life.

Bella cried at the foot of the bed, her eyes communicating an urgent need to pee. Emmett sighed. “Come on.”

A few moments later he was down on the street, scrolling through Instagram as Bella and Tubbs drenched a lamppost, when he noticed a new comment on his recent post.


gatorfckr321 He should try taking the dick out of his mouth for a minute and sticking his fingers down his throat instead



He didn’t read the words so much as feel them, a sense memory torn from the recesses of his fear. Digits probing deep in his mouth. His body spasming as he gagged. Hank’s hateful chirp. That’s what happens when you don’t listen, sport.

Emmett couldn’t breathe.

A car horn blared.

His eyes snapped up. The dogs were sprinting across four lanes of traffic, connected by their double-headed leash. He had dropped it.

“Bella! Tubbs!”

The dogs cowered away from a braking truck. Bella screamed, rolled sideways, and landed on her feet. They ran on, yanking each other to and fro, and leapt over the opposite curb.

Emmett took off after them, dodging traffic and honking vehicles. The handgrip of the leash whipped around a corner.

He pursued them into the parking lot of the single-story commercial building across from his apartment. Bella and Tubbs were going crazy, barking at something in the bushes. Emmett grabbed the leash, wrenching them back from what he assumed was a raccoon.

Then he saw it. The gray-brown fur, the sneer of short, sharp teeth, the animal’s head turned down in a vicious growl. Its ears were flared and bat-like. The fur around its mouth was matted with blood, its eyes a barbarous ice blue.

With a jolt of fear, Emmett jerked on the leash, but it only heightened the dogs’ instinct to attack. They pulled taut, barking savagely at the coyote even though it was more than twice their size, the biggest one he’d ever seen. It tensed, threatening to strike.

Emmett grabbed a broken crumble of parking bumper and hurled it, spooking the animal. It bolted, sending Tubbs and Bella attempting to chase after it.

Emmett ripped them back, shouting, “Let’s go!”

He finally managed to wrangle them back across the street, inside the building, and up to the apartment. The moment they were off leash they ran to their water dish, drinking like they’d just returned from a days-long voyage. Emmett felt faint.

He crossed the room and opened the slider, only partly to let in some air.

The breeze was sultry, a caress of warm salt.

Nevertheless a chill ran up his spine, as cold as the ice-blue eyes of the coyote watching him from across the street.




Appendix U—Blog Post

The One with the Deep Dark Secret

By: Emmett Truesdale

Published: Jan. 12, 2019

I feel like a liar. Over the last year of writing this blog, I’ve let you in on my lifelong weight struggles, my relationship with food, even my hCG blunder in college, but there’s one subject I’ve been circling for months. Years, really.

I don’t like to talk or even think about it, but what happened over the course of those few days—what my stepdad did—isn’t just an event from my past. It’s a part of who I am.

I’m not saying every fat person has a story like this, or needs one to warrant compassion and understanding. I know some people reading this will be disappointed, even angry, with me for talking about it now. They’ll say I’m perpetuating a narrative of “fat trauma.” Those advocates, the ones who campaign for fat acceptance, will want me to say it’s not who I am but something that happened to me. They’ll want me to make that part of me smaller.

Everyone always wants me to be smaller.

I guess that’s a pretty good place to start.



In October 2006, I was eleven years old, a sixth-grader at Meadowbrook Middle School. I didn’t have many friends. I played baritone in the school band and had an unhealthy obsession with Pokémon. I was fat. Kids bullied me and adults said they were sorry about it.

Mom and I still lived with my stepdad, Hank. My older sister Abby was in her second year at UC Santa Barbara and rarely visited. I understood. Life at home was turbulent. Mom and Hank were always fighting. Mostly I approved, hoping that meant they would soon get divorced.

Hank was spending a lot of time around the house. He was looking for work after losing his job. Mom told me there’d been a big scandal at his work, something about unauthorized testing, and he had taken the fall. This meant he had all the time in the world to fixate on my eating. Ever since the cupcake incident, he’d been picking on me even more than usual, threatening to put locks on the pantry door, on my jaw.

Mom announced one night that she was going away to visit Abby for Parents & Family Weekend, leaving Hank and me at home.

“Good,” Hank said. “Some quality time for me and the boy.”

Mom avoided my eyes as they screamed their silent entreaty, but I was pretty sure she heard me loud and clear.

She departed after work a couple of weeks later. Four nights away, back Sunday. I watched her Volvo back out of the driveway, my stomach already itching for reassurance.

She’d left money for pizza, but Hank had other plans. “Forget the pizza, sport. While your mom’s outta town, you and me are gonna go on a little diet. How does that sound?”

I swallowed my resentment, refusing to give him the satisfaction. “Fine.”

“It’s time you developed some healthier habits. Finished your homework yet?”

“Yes.”

“Then go take a jog around the block. Ten laps. I’ll have dinner ready when you’re done.”

I wished Mom were still there. She would’ve set Hank straight. Are you crazy, it’s almost dark, she would’ve said, although the neighborhood was perfectly safe. He got plenty of exercise in PE, even if I hadn’t. She would have said something, and that would have been enough.

Without her, I had no choice. I grabbed my cross-trainers and my iPod Shuffle and jogged. It was so embarrassing. Half a lap in I was sweating, wheezing, my face hot with the blood rushing to it. The neighbors’ heads turned to stare as they drove past in their cars. I finished four laps, took a ten-minute break, and did one more at full effort before returning to the house.

Hank was cooking at the stove. A pan sizzled, the air greasy with the aroma of Spam.

I announced myself with a “Done.”

If he knew I was lying, he didn’t show it. “Great job, sport. Get changed and wash up. Dinner will be ready in a minute.” A dark gleam of excitement shone in his eyes.

By the time I returned to the kitchen, he was already seated at the table, a plate of Spam and rice steaming before him. “Sit down. Your dinner’s getting warm.”

In front of my chair was a glass of water.

“Don’t worry,” he said, spotting my expression. “I’m not gonna starve you. Drink that and then you can have your dinner.”

Hank’s oldest weight loss hack. How could I forget?

I picked up the glass and chugged. The water went down easy, refreshing after my run. Still I was vigilant, keeping my eyes on Hank. I lowered the glass.

“Your dinner’s on the counter.”

I rounded the kitchen island to find a small bowl of salad sitting there: garden mix out of a bag, plus a few chunks of tomato, tossed in apple cider vinegar.

I looked back at him as he shook Tabasco over a steaming mound of white rice.

“Problem, sport?”

It was so unfair I could’ve cried. I wanted to call Mom, or better yet, dump the salad into the trash and go to bed without dinner. Show him I didn’t need it, that I was as strong as he was.

But I wasn’t.

Not after all those hours since lunch. Not after all that running.

Maybe not ever.

And he knew it.

I took the salad to the table, wolfed it down in moments. “Still hungry?” he said as I chased the last shred of red cabbage around the bowl.

I shrugged, refusing to admit it.

“Then go to bed. Let your body eat away at you.”

“You’re just gonna starve me?”

Hank’s smile twitched into an angry sneer. “There’s a difference between hunger and starvation, something your mom never taught you. But you’ll learn quick enough.”

Furious and on the edge of tears, I pushed back and tore out of my chair—

“Put your bowl in the dishwasher, you lazy pig,” Hank spat.

I froze, shocked, as if he’d grabbed me by the collar and shaken me.

“Then you can go straight to your room. And stay there.”

He wasn’t asking. He didn’t need to.



When I awoke the next morning, hunger burned a hole in my stomach. I wanted to race downstairs, but I forced myself to shower, dress, brush my teeth. Do everything as normal. I was still determined to prove I was stronger than Hank thought.

He was reading the Union-Tribune at the kitchen table when I came in. My eyes devoured the meal set before him: half a dozen pancakes drenched in buckets of maple syrup, fluffy scrambled eggs, bacon and sausage, crispy hash browns, buttered toast. Glancing around, I found no second place setting, no leftovers, the dirty pans and bowls already piled in the sink.

My heart throbbed with pain and anger. Effing dickhead, I thought.

I snatched open the pantry to grab some Frosted Flakes. “Nope,” he said, eyes still trained on the sports section. “That should do you till lunch.”

Turning, I saw the glass of water across the table.

Fury coursed through me. I refused to sit, to dignify this “diet” with my cooperation. This was straight-up abuse. I grabbed the water off the table, took a couple of sips, and thunked it back down, splashing the table.

“If you’re done, put it in the sink,” he said as I turned to leave.

I pretended not to hear him, snatching my backpack and heading for the door. It slammed shut behind me, and my feet carried me quickly toward the bus.



He couldn’t stop me from eating at school. He was all the way at home, and I had the money Mom had given me for pizza.

Come lunchtime, I ordered well. A meatball sub, fries, Grandma’s chocolate chip cookies, and a Coke. It felt like a victory. It tasted even better—the most delicious meal I’d ever had.

Hank once said missing a meal makes your taste buds more sensitive to flavor. I bristled, resenting that he might have been right about something.



Dinner was another salad.

I wanted to scream.

But still I sat across from him and ate.

The cordless phone on the wall bleated. Hank rose, lowering his bacon cheeseburger to his plate. Closer, I got there first.

“Hello?”

“Hi, honey.”

It was Mom. Relief flooded through me. “Hold on.”

I ran out of the kitchen and upstairs with the phone before Hank could wrest it from me. He watched me from the bottom of the stairs, his features flushed and spasmodic.

“Mom, you have to come back,” I said, locking myself in my bedroom. “Hank, he’s put me on this diet. He’s making me eat salad and drink water—”

“Are you crying, honey?”

“Mom, listen!” But I was out of breath. I couldn’t convey the gravity of the situation in a few broken words. “He’s being—so mean—”

“Put him on the phone.”

“Can you just come home?”

“I can’t, I’m with your sister. She says hi and that she misses you very much. Abby, say hi, it’s your brother.”

“Mom, are you listening?”

A sigh, more guilty than impatient. “If you’re hungry after dinner, just wait till he falls asleep and grab something from the pantry.”

Next to I’m leaving now, it was the best thing she could’ve said. I’d already been thinking it, and now I had permission.

“I’ll call again tomorrow, okay?”

“Please don’t leave again, okay? I need you here. I love you.”

“Love you too, honey,” she said, sounding surprised. “With all my heart.” It filled me up, honeyed and rich.

But that’s the thing about love like Mom’s: an hour later and you’re hungry again.



My stomach yowled as I lay in bed that night. I hadn’t even gotten to eat the salad. By the time I returned to the kitchen, Hank had thrown it out, my punishment for running off with the phone. I eyed the clock on my bedside table, bemoaning the hour. Still four hours until three o’clock, the time I’d arbitrarily decided would be safe, Hank surely asleep by then.

I barely made it to midnight before deciding it was late enough.

I crept down the hall as quietly as possible. The high-pile carpet muffled my footsteps, allowing me to pass Hank and Mom’s bedroom in total silence. I couldn’t hear him inside, but that didn’t surprise me; Mom was usually the one who snored.

I padded downstairs, getting sloppy as I neared the bottom. My bare feet met the cold tile with a slap.

Avoiding the path to the kitchen that required me to open a door, I walked around to the side that faced the family room and paused in front of the pantry. My imagination was already carbo-loading with visions of bagels and breakfast cereal and honey mustard pretzels. My hand twisted the handle and inched open the door, pausing as it creak-eak-eaked.

A voice spoke from the darkness of the family room.

“Whatcha doin’, sport?”

A cold knife of fear stabbed through me. “Nothing,” I blurted out, stumbling back from the pantry.

Hank sat in the recliner facing in the opposite direction, the crown of his blond head just visible above the headrest.

“I don’t think you wanna do that.”

My gaze fell on the hand slung over the armrest, the loose fist dangling a clutch of rope.

Why did he have that? What was he planning to do with it?

My feet were already moving beneath me, carrying me back out of the kitchen.

Without a word, I raced upstairs to my room, locked the door, and pulled the covers up over my head. Shaking, but no longer thinking of food.



During lunch period the following day, I went into the front office and asked if I could use the phone to call my mom. “Everything okay?” the school secretary said.

“I just need to talk to her.”

“If you know her number.” She lifted the handset onto the counter.

Mom answered after the first ring, her voice tense. “Hello?” She was a worrier by nature, always on guard for tragic news.

“It’s Emmett.”

“Honey, what’s wrong? What happened?”

I paused, noticing the secretary listening in. I turned and stepped away from the counter. “It’s Hank again.”

“Fuck. What is it, what’d he do?”

“He didn’t give me any dinner last night.”

She gasped.

“I went down for a snack like you said and he was there. Waiting.” I didn’t mention the rope. It was so strange, part of me wondered if I hadn’t imagined it.

“I’ll call Mrs. Dasko right now, ask her to get a few things. Stop by her house after school. Make sure you have space in your backpack.”

“You mean hide them in my room?”

“Don’t let him see. I’ll try to be home tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow? Why not tonight?”

“I just need some time away, honey. You’ll be okay. I gotta go, but I love you.”

Her love was getting harder to stomach. I hung up.



Hank was in the backyard when I got home, crouched over the planter with pesticide and pruning shears. Along with my weight, the garden had become his obsession. Even in the cooler months, his tropical hibiscus, birds-of-paradise, and banana palms flourished.

I headed upstairs, intending just to stash the snacks under my bed, but even though I’d had a good lunch, the urge to eat was strong. I opened a family-size bag of Ruffles and dug in.

The bag was all but empty before I rolled it up and stuffed it back under the bed along with the other snacks I’d gotten from Mrs. Dasko on the way home from school.

An hour later, I was glad I’d eaten. Although I envied Hank’s spaghetti and meatballs, my salad was enough, and there was plenty still waiting for me upstairs.

“Can I be excused?” I said, eager to get back.

A flicker of surprise behind his eyes. Perhaps he thought the diet was starting to grow on me. “Sure, sport. Rinse your bowl in the sink before you go, huh?”



I slept in until past ten the next morning. It was a little strange that Hank had let me. In his house oversleeping, even on weekends, was frowned upon.

When I came down, there was a bowl and a box of cereal on the kitchen table.

“You’ve been doing so well on your diet,” Hank said behind me, “I thought I’d cut you a little break.”

Now I was regretting eating half a package of Chips Ahoy! before coming down.

I approached the table and shook some Honey Bunches of Oats into the bowl. “Not too much,” he said. “A cup is a serving.”

I poured some back into the box.

“Say, sport, after breakfast maybe you oughta get out of the house for a bit, get some exercise. Maybe go down to Target and get yourself some of those Pokémon cards you like.” He pulled some money out of his pocket, raised it, and left it on the counter with a wink.

Once he left, I saw it was a twenty.

Something didn’t feel right. He was being too nice: letting me eat, giving me money. He never gave me money.

Still, a new pack of Pokémon cards was hard to turn down.

After breakfast, I got ready and set out. It was a two-and-a-half-mile walk, about an hour’s journey, but not as bad as running laps. It was less strenuous, and I didn’t stick out as much at this pace. Between the nice weather and my music, it was almost a pleasure. Maybe I could do this more often.

The Pokémon cards were a bust. All duplicates except for a Torchic. Oh well. After a short break with a cup of water from the café, I returned to Whispering Tree Lane.

There were no vehicles in the drive when I got home. Hank must’ve gone out. I left his change on the counter and went upstairs, tired and ready to eat.

Crouching in front of the bed, I bent down. My breath hitched.

The snacks were gone.

Hank had found my stash. That must’ve been why he sent me out: he’d suspected something was up and wanted to have a look.

The garage door rumbled beneath me. I parted the mini blinds and saw his Toyota Highlander pulling into the drive.

I yanked the bedroom door shut and locked it.

I paced around, waiting.

Though I heard him downstairs, he didn’t come up. He seemed to make a couple of trips between the house and the car—ferrying groceries? It was unlike him not to make me help.

I remained in my room for hours, scared even to use the bathroom.

I was on my bed playing Game Boy at the lowest volume when finally there came a knock at the door. I tossed the game, scrambling back against the headboard.

“Hey, sport,” Hank said, “you in there?”

I hesitated. “Y-yes.”

“Dinner’s just about ready. I think you’re gonna like it.” His voice was upbeat, unthreatening. Somehow it was worse than if he’d yelled.

“Okay,” I said.

I washed up, dragging it out. My hands red and raw by the time I finished drying them. Still, part of me was ready for dinner, even a salad. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. After all that exercise, I was starved.

My mouth fell open as I entered the kitchen. The table was laid as if for a king. Every dish Hank had previously flaunted was present and then some: cheeseburgers, French fries, spaghetti and meatballs, garlic bread, pizza, burritos, fried chicken, macaroni and cheese. All my favorite foods in the world.

He was taunting me. He would make me watch him eat all this, as punishment for sneaking food. But in front of my seat, instead of the expected bowl of salad, was an empty plate. The glass didn’t even have water in it.

“Hope you’re hungry,” Hank said, approaching the table with mashed potatoes and gravy.

“What is all this?”

“Dinner. Just thought with all that walking, you might’ve worked up an appetite.” He sat, scooted his seat up to the table. “Don’t tell me you already ate?”

I didn’t speak. He served himself from a bowl of salad, the lone spot of green. His lips were stretched into a smile, but his blue-green eyes shone dull as sea glass.

“Sit.”

I was too nervous to move.

“Sit down!” he roared, pounding the table.

I sank hurriedly into my seat.

“Serve yourself. Eat.” No longer yelling, but the pretense of a happy family meal was gone.

I filled my plate, taking a burger and a box of fries, two pieces of fried chicken, a slice of pizza.

I ate them down quickly.

“Good job, sport,” Hank said, returning to his good-stepdad voice, reaching over to clap me approvingly on the shoulder. “I knew you had some room left in the tank.”

My skin crawled at the place where he touched me. He seemed to know it, letting his hand linger.

At last he pulled it back and picked up his fork.

“Why don’t you have some more.”

I filled my plate again, ate.

Halfway through third helpings, my gut’s soothing fullness turned sharp and uncomfortable. I slowed but didn’t stop, finishing what was in front of me, as I was programmed to do.

“More,” Hank said.

“I’m getting full—”

“More.” Another slam. The dishes leapt.

Head bowed, I took some salad, hoping that would go down more lightly. It hurt.

“More.”

Genuinely sick now, I stared at the food, then took the smallest scoop of mac. “Here, let me help you with that,” Hank said, taking the spoon from me and scooping a gigantic portion on my plate. Another burger, more chicken.

“I can’t—”

“You’re gonna eat it,” he cut across me, burying the plate under a mountain of food. “That’s what happens when you don’t know when to stop. You eat and eat until you die.”

Fear clenched my heart like cold latex hands. I was certain now he was going to kill me.

When the plate couldn’t hold another bite, he pushed it back my way. “Dig in.”

I shook my head, fighting back tears.

“You’re telling me this isn’t what you wanted? I tried to help you, sport. Tried to teach you when enough was enough, but no. You wanted to sneak snacks into your room. You wanted to kill yourself with food. So do it.”

I watched him, not moving.

“Need some help?” He grabbed the burger off my plate. His eyes flicked over it appraisingly, as if he was considering taking a bite himself. Then he smashed it against my mouth. “Eat it!”

I had to stop myself from sinking my teeth into his hand, sensing that this time he would retaliate. Taking the sandwich from him, I bit into it, chewed obediently, tears running into the ketchup smeared on my cheeks. It went down like cement.

“Another.”

Acid fountained up my esophagus. The food, too, was inching back up.

“I’m gonna throw up.”

Hank thrust an empty bowl into my hands. I turned away from the table and heaved, splattering the bowl with meaty beige slop.

At some point Hank had gotten up; he was behind me. “Good boy,” he said, massaging my shoulders. “Get it all out.”

I hurled until I thought I had nothing left.

He took the bowl. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.” He spoke so kindly I relaxed, thinking it was over. Maybe he felt guilty for pushing me that far. I rose from my seat and he guided me from the kitchen, steering me down the hall.

But upstairs was the other direction. Remembering the cupcake incident, I pulled back.

He grabbed me and shoved me against the wall. My head slammed with a crack of glass. Mom’s picture of a white-hatted chef fell and smashed against the floor.

I went lightheaded. The hallway spun. My knees wobbled and I dipped toward the floor, but Hank caught me.

Next I knew, he was half dragging, half carrying me past the office and the open door to the bathroom. Dimly I registered another door opening, lights flickering on. A big step, and the air around us turned thick, infernal. Hank’s workout equipment pitched and swayed as he lugged me through the room.

What were we doing in the garage?

He tossed me down onto one of the machines. It had a slanted, upright seat, two horizontal handgrips winking in and out of focus. The chest press.

Hank was coming toward me. Triggered by the length of rope in his hand, I lurched forward. He forced me back and looped the rope around my midsection, binding me to the seat.

“What are you doing? Let me go.” I fought, but was too sluggish and weak to break my restraints. He disappeared back into the house and reappeared a moment later holding the bowl.

“What are you doing with tha—?”

I gagged. His fingers probed my throat, scratching me as they dug around my uvula.

I bent forward, hurling into the bowl.

He pushed my head back against the seat and shoved his fingers in again. Vomit sprayed past them, and he thrust the bowl forward to catch it. Wet on wet, the bowl filling up. My eyes and nostrils streamed, bile bitter on my tongue.

“Why are you doing this?” I sobbed. He finished cleaning his hand with a sweat rag and shoved it into my mouth, stifling my cries for help.

Next, Hank was rooting through a storage unit. The steely grin of a circular saw caught my eye and supercharged my panic. But no: not that. Hank extracted an oil funnel from a drawer, plastic and wide-mouthed, with a long accordion-style spout. Before I understood what was happening, he was fishing the rag out of my mouth and shoving the end of the spout down my neck like a feeding tube.

Desperate, pleading noises escaped me as the bowl eclipsed the lights above. Hank hawked back and spat into it—then looked me dead in the eye.

“Got room for a little more, sport?”

He tipped the bowl over the funnel. I screamed, “Unh! Unh! Unh!”

A full, wet warmth gushed into my throat. I shut my eyes and choked, spraying the vomit back up into the air. It continued to chug down me, hot and half-solid. I had no choice but to swallow. I gagged, revolted, but managed to suck a breath through my nose. It was the only way. Another reluctant swallow, another quick ragged breath.

“That’s what happens when you don’t listen, sport,” Hank said, almost kindly. “I only wanted what was best for you. For your health.”

A sudden, earth-shattering noise; light streamed into the room. The garage door was opening.

Hank dropped the funnel and the bowl, vomit splattering across the floor as Mom’s Volvo pulled into the drive.

Things get a little blurry after that.

The last thing I remember is screaming—mine, calling out for my mom; hers as she ran into the garage and saw me tied up, my face slicked with tears and vomit; Hank’s as she lugged a dumbbell off his weight rack and swung. Then the satisfying crunch of his skull, like the first potato chip fresh from the bag.



Hank was fine.

Of course he was. That’s how these things always go, isn’t it? A few days in the hospital, a bandage on his head, and a furtive agreement that neither he nor Mom would press charges.

She filed for divorce the following week. Not long after that, she and I moved into a one-bedroom apartment near my school. If she’d fought harder, she told me later, we probably could have stayed in the house, but she thought it was more important to get me away from him as fast as possible.

Better late than never, I guess.

“If only I’d known,” she went on to say. “If I’d known what a monster he was, I never would have…”

What? Fallen in love with him? Married him? Forced me to live with him for six years? Left me alone with him? Hesitated to come straight home when I begged her?

What she “never would have” done, I don’t know. She tended not to finish that sentence.

She still doesn’t.

But at least it was over now. Although the apartment was cramped and money was tight, life there was easy, the cabinets fully stocked. When I got home from school, I had the place to myself for a good hour. I could do, and eat, whatever I wanted, as much as I wanted—as much as it took to dampen the feelings of shame and self-loathing I took away from that place like a chronic illness.

Mom continued to apologize, and I tried not to blame her too much. She was a good mom and had always tried to do what was best for me, even if she got it wrong more often than not.

That Christmas, she upgraded my Game Boy Advance to a Nintendo Wii and my old Pokémon Sapphire to Pokémon Battle Revolution. I played through it, but it wasn’t quite the same as the RPGs. I tired of it, fighting battle after battle.

If you’re wondering what happened to Hank, your guess is as good as mine. All I know is he sold the house and moved to Irvine. Mom doesn’t talk about him, and I haven’t seen him since the final days of the divorce, when we returned to the house to grab the last of our stuff. I still remember how he gawped at me when he saw me.

Years later, I still wonder what it was that disturbed him so much. I’d like to think it was my bravery in facing him: that after everything he’d put me through, I was stronger than he ever imagined.

Honestly, I hope I never find out.






CHAPTER 38

On a Thursday evening in early November, Emmett parked his Sentra behind a new-looking Lexus crossover that didn’t seem to fit the locale. The house was a tiny, 1950s Ocean Beach cottage that looked like it was owned by an elderly spinster with an illegal number of cats, but when you checked the Zillow, was somehow renting 750 square feet of unmodernized living space for $3,700 a month.

He ascended the front steps and knocked on the security door, the inner one open, the commentary of a basketball game audible inside. A sandy black wetsuit hung up, drying. Niño answered, shirtless in board shorts that sat low on his hips. His peroxide-blond hair was slicked back, still wet from surfing.

“How’s it hangin’, Em-Dog?” he said, clapping Emmett’s hand and pulling him in for a hug. His body moist, salty. “Dang, bro, you’re lookin’ good.”

“You too, man.” Emmett tried not to look at the tuft of dark hair peeking out above Niño’s waistband.

“Come in, make yourself at home.”

The house was a typical beach-bro bachelor pad: minimally decorated, slightly too dirty for company, the air redolent of pot and Sex Wax.

“You talked to your brother recently?” Niño said. “I’ve been trying to get him to come surfing, but man, those kids have him locked down.”

“I haven’t,” Emmett said.

“You wanna beer?”

“Sorry, can’t stay long. Did you get my text? About the—”

“Shit, everyone’s too busy for the boy.”

“Sorry—”

“Just playing. I got you.”

When Niño returned from the kitchen, he had an open bottle in one hand and a Ziploc in the other. “These look about right?”

Emmett inspected the three injector pens in the bag: missing their original packaging, but virtually identical to the ones he’d previously received from Halleck. The only difference was the dosage on these was higher. “These are the ones. Where’d you get them?”

“Shit, I’m not sure I can reveal my sources.”

“But you’re sure they’re legit?”

“Double- and triple-checked.”

“How much do I owe you?”

Niño sucked in through his teeth, a gesture Emmett interpreted as bad news. “I can do you a deal since you’re family, but we’re still looking at, fuck, at least ten grand.”

“What? But you said—”

“That was before I knew what we were dealing with. A product like this? I have a few friends at the Del Mar Country Club, I could get three times that, easy.”

“The most I can do is three.”

“Sorry, bro. Wish there was something I could do.”

Emmett briefly seethed, violence flashing white-hot across his mind and dissipating, like a sugar craving defied.

“Fine.” He turned toward the door.

“You leaving already?”

Emmett stopped, sensing something unspoken in Niño’s tone.

He spun, twisting his head, surprised to find his brother’s best friend—Emmett’s boyhood crush since before he knew he was gay—tracing Emmett’s body up and down with his eyes. Chewing his pink, sun-kissed lip, as if to prevent them from spilling secrets.

Emmett grinned.

“You know what?” he said. “I think I will take that beer.”

He walked past Niño into the small, fifties-style kitchen. The decades-old Frigidaire was nearly empty. Corona, orange juice, a Styrofoam takeout container.

Bending down to grab a bottle, Emmett sensed a presence behind him.

A tumescent warmth nestled against his crack.

He smirked. Uncapped the bottle. Drank as hot breath filled his ear. With a backward look, he invited more.

Niño’s hands, unsure but unable to resist, rose to unbutton Emmett’s jeans, unzip his fly. His jeans fell around his ankles.

Silently, Niño dropped to his knees. Emmett stiffened in the cold breeze of the fridge as Niño buried his face between his cheeks.

Perhaps it was inevitable. Niño had always been friendlier than he needed to be. Chris used to give him a hard time about it when they were teenagers, the way he encouraged Emmett, invited him to tag along. Had he sensed something that Emmett hadn’t?

“Stand up.”

Niño obeyed.

Emmett heard a tear of Velcro behind him. Niño spat into his own hand.

Emmett reached around to guide. A bit of maneuvering, a slow push, Niño sliding in deep. A pleasurable kind of pain, like eating to overfullness.

It was over fast; it seemed Niño didn’t indulge this particular kink often. A treat reserved for special occasions. His breathing, like his body, tensed and stuttered. A final thrust and Emmett came with him, splashing ropes over the container of spoiled takeout.

After, Niño disappeared into the bathroom, naked from the waist down. Emmett buttoned his jeans and closed the fridge.

His phone buzzed. Aaron.

Shit. Emmett had briefly forgotten him, blinded by his need. Now that he remembered, he didn’t feel as bad as he should. He really was becoming a monster.

He crept into the living room, peeking his head around to see Niño cleaning himself in the bathroom. The bag of EmaC-8 lay on the table where he’d dumped it.

The old Emmett would’ve waited for him to return and probably ended up paying whatever Niño demanded. But the new Emmett was done feeling ashamed of taking what he wanted, as much as he wanted.

He pocketed the bag and ran.





CHAPTER 39

Once home, Emmett shut himself in the bathroom and administered the drug. He intended to take one dose, but just as a handful of pretzels begets an empty bag, he found his mind telling lies to justify another. He took the second with a one-two punch of guilt and relief. And now that he’d already overdone it, why stop there?

The third hit of serum spread a flurry of hot, tainted needle pricks through his gut. His heart rate accelerated to an uneven gallop, his skin fluttering in great gelatinous waves. What the fuck? His fat was not just undulating but expanding. His shirt stretched tight around his bloating belly. A button popped and pinged off the mirror. He was blowing up like a fucking party balloon.

A ragged cry of horror erupted from his mouth.

Then all at once, his body contracted to its former size. The balloon deflating. He collapsed against the bathroom counter and wheezed. Ragged, like something stretched too far, his insides a frayed edge of snapped fibers hanging loose. What had happened? Why had it just stopped?

He pushed himself upright, revealing his stomach. Showing through the lank curtains of his busted shirt, it was livid with reddish-pink stretch marks. A bloody bruise brewed at the injection site like a gathering storm.

He remembered something Halleck had said at their recent check-in: We’ve seen cases of participants doubling up doses, creating a sudden, dramatic imbalance in thyroxine and triiodothyronine, with weight fluctuations to match. Double that in moments of high stress.

It was the EmaC-8. Too much of a good thing.

He’d need to be more careful.



Emmett weighed in first thing the next morning. He’d lost six and a half pounds overnight, a triumph mitigated by a pain so strident and savage he almost didn’t recognize it as hunger.

He grabbed something to eat on the way to work. The satiating effects of the breakfast burrito—an infant-size stomach bomb of eggs, refried beans, ham, cheese, and sour cream—wore off before he got to the office.

Fortunately, someone had brought in donuts. Each time he walked by he pilfered another, managing five over the course of two hours before a coworker joked, “Why don’t you just take the box back to your desk?”

At lunchtime he drove through McDonald’s, ordered double his usual amount, and scarfed it in the car: a large Big Mac meal, two McDoubles, ten-piece Chicken McNuggets, apple pie. Barely a drop in the abyss of his need. He struggled to focus all day and stopped at Vons on his way home, loading a cart with frozen pizzas, taquitos, Pop-Tarts, cereal: $120 worth of crap that barely dented his superhuman hunger. No, his Hunger—the big-H kind. He could feel the food worming painfully through his digestive tract, stretching the walls of his stomach until they threatened to tear.

He was, technically, full. But it wasn’t enough. Still he felt compelled to eat—but what?

Maybe it wasn’t food he craved at all—at least, not the kind he could order at the drive-thru. Not the kind of steaks he could get by the pound at the meat counter.

He let himself imagine it, just for a second—the forbidden fruit: the succulent chew of fresh human meat—then thrust it from his mind, frightened by the longing he licked off his lips.

He’d been so good, hadn’t eaten a bite since the night he found Marco Jiménez in his trunk. Of course he hadn’t; he’d been off Obexity most of that time. The Hunger was a product of the drug. Being back on it didn’t mean he could just start killing people again.

But it wasn’t that easy.

From day into night the craving hounded him. Hollowed him. After a few hours his physical hunger returned, twisting his restraint until it thrummed. Was this how he’d felt all those times he’d blacked out? Was this Hunger what had driven him to kill?

How much longer could he hold out?

Was there even any point in trying?

Of course there is, he thought, disgusted with himself. This wasn’t like scoffing one too many cookies after dinner. There was only one way to get human meat short of breaking into a morgue or digging bodies out of a cemetery—ideas that unfortunately didn’t appeal at all. How long might they have been sitting there deteriorating? How would they taste, tough and dry and cold against his teeth?

True, he had eaten Jiménez cold. But there was something tasty about having hunted the gym bro himself. Not just for what he’d said at the gym, but for what he represented. Like his death was a bite out of everyone who’d ever made Emmett feel simultaneously less than and too much. Jiménez had deserved to be ingested, digested, rendered down to shit. In his black, corroded stone of a heart, Emmett believed they all did.

It frightened him to think that perhaps more than meat, what he craved was retribution.

You’ve already killed at least one person; what’s one more?

You’re probably going to prison anyway, so why not enjoy your freedom while you can?

Hypothetically, then: Who had hurt him? Who deserved to be punished?

Emmett’s gut boiled with desire at the thought of the name.

But he didn’t even know where Hank was.

Even if he could track him down, was it smart? All these people in his orbit disappearing? After Georgina Hodge and Myra, a missing family member—a man he’d publicly accused of abusing him—could be an unnecessary risk.

A stranger, then.

Within seconds Emmett had Instagram open on his phone. One by one, he unblocked his trolls, trying to glean whether any of them lived locally.

The handle justintime meant nothing to him, but the profile pic associated with the account trigged something in Emmett’s memory. He opened the profile and understood at once.

J, his first-ever Grindr hookup. Full name Justin Matthews. Emmett opened his Grindr chat log and reminded himself of what Justin had written after they ran into each other at the gym:


I thought you looked familiar (sort of) [image: Emoji: Face with tears of joy.]

Fuck, what happened to you?

Good thing you’re at the gym



Saliva practically dribbled down his chin, his Hunger vengeful and razor-toothed.

Then the status indicator changed, showing Justin was active in the app. Located about a mile away.

Emmett had the urge to send a message, try to get him to bite. But would Justin not just dismiss him the moment he saw who was writing?

Safer perhaps to create a new profile, with more recent photos. He’d be unrecognizable. A wry new handle, too: meateater69.

He tapped out a message and hit send, Hunger drowning out his usual nerves. He was focused, lethal, a carnivore on the prowl.

It was only a matter of time before his prey stuck his head above the grass.

A brrrrup! heralded his reply.


Hey handsome. Hope you’re hungry, because my meat is all-you-can-eat







CHAPTER 40

Justin would host.

Good—that would make things cleaner.

His apartment wasn’t the same one where they’d done this the first time, but it was in the same area, on the upper floor of a small, two-story building on Kemper Street that looked barely updated since the Johnson era.

Emmett wasn’t the same either. He was no longer twenty-three. He didn’t arrive with a belly roiling with nerves and self-doubt. He didn’t frantically message, I’m here, I’m outside, and when Justin didn’t immediately answer, panic that he’d been ghosted. He knew better than to knock and be scolded for waking Justin’s roommate if he had one. This time, he stood outside and tapped out a single word.



Here





Eventually the door swung open. Justin filled the doorway, huge in his sweats and tank top, hairy arms glistening like glazed tattooed hams. He grinned, apparently pleased that Emmett’s photo matched the reality. Invited him in with a yank of his head.

The apartment was more updated on the inside—new laminate floors, dark wood cabinetry, fresh white walls covered in framed movie posters. Scarface, The Godfather, Scorsese.

Justin retreated into the living room—black leather couch, giant TV on a high-gloss entertainment center. The back of his tank was dark with sweat. He’d just come back from the gym. Hadn’t even showered, judging by the stink of him. The Obexity heightened Emmett’s sense of smell. He didn’t mind; a little salt would bring out the flavor of the meat.

Justin crossed to a cart of nice bottles and a cut-glass decanter, matching glasses. “Want a drink?”

“Malibu. Neat.”

Justin grimaced, shook his head in disgust.

He poured himself a bourbon and thrust Emmett’s drink at him. The glass was quality, thick and weighty in his hand.

Emmett drank, staring into Justin’s charcoal-gray eyes. The rum went down sweet and smooth as candy.

“Nice place. You live alone?”

“I’m too fucking old for roommates.”

One less to thing to worry about.

Emmett noticed Donnie Darko playing on the TV, and his expression must have changed. “Jake Gyllenhaal gets me hard,” Justin said.

No he doesn’t, Emmett thought Hungrily. He wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.

He drained the glass, stepped forward, and, abandoning all thought of etiquette, smashed his face against Justin’s. The man’s breath was an assault on the senses. Emmett devoured him.

“Fuck!” Justin jerked back with a little shove, touching his bleeding lip. “You bit me.”

“Sorry,” Emmett said with a breath of laughter. “Can I have another drink?”

Justin sneered. “Better go easy on that sweet stuff. Don’t want to blow up again.”

It was like a hand had closed over Emmett’s stomach and twisted. “What?”

Justin snorted; he was enjoying this. “You thought I wouldn’t recognize you just because you dropped a few pounds? Okay, maybe ‘few’ is an understatement. You were fucking huge. Seriously, how much did you eat?”

A tremor of violence started in Emmett’s arm. But Justin seemed oblivious, half expecting Emmett to laugh along with him. Did he think the weight loss had changed Emmett into a different person? Did he think that because he’d lost a hundred pounds, Emmett would be okay with this open display of disgust for his fat body and the mindless gluttony Justin was so quick to project onto it?

But then, hadn’t Emmett made the same mistake? Thought of his fat self as a different self, a lesser self, a self that one day he’d leave behind forever?

At once, the murderous impulse fled his body. “I have to go.” He tried to hand Justin the glass back, but he refused to take it.

“Oh, don’t be so fucking butt-hurt. Probably couldn’t get it up for your fat ass anyway.”

Emmett’s fist whitened on the glass, muscles flexing around the cords of his neck. His Hunger writhed and gnashed its teeth.

Justin was too stupid to fear him; from the rising flush of his cheeks and the shape snaking down the leg of his sweats, the combination of cruelty and rejection had fired him up. Emmett looked down as Justin tugged roughly at his belt. His stomach throbbed with need.

On his knees, Justin pulled Emmett’s shorts down, took him into his mouth.

He grew irritated, maybe insecure, when Emmett’s dick refused to harden. After a minute he wrenched his head back. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Sorry,” Emmett sneered. “I thought I could make this work.”

He swung his hand. The glass connected with a hollow thunk against Justin’s temple. Justin fell sideways, then stirred with a low guttural moan as Emmett yanked his shorts back up.

Emmett sat astride his back and brought the glass down with force against his skull, dropping him to the floor. Whaled on him again and again and again, reveling in the deepening crunch of bone with each successive strike. The spray of blood through the air. The taste of it on his lips.

After years of being beaten down, it was Emmett’s turn.

Thunk, thunk, SMASH—

He grabbed his hand with a hiss of pain. A shard gleamed out of his palm, his blood already tap-tap-tapping onto the floor. Saturating the carpet with his DNA.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! The police would have his balls after this.

A devilish thought intruded:

You’ve already ruined your life for this meal; might as well make it count.
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Emmett Truesdale | Weight Loss Educator | Self-Actualization Coach

Inspiring your #WeightLoss journey by living my own. Use code TRUEME for $25 off my “Unlocking—and Loving—the True You” course. [image: Emoji: Sun.] [image: Emoji: Umbrella on ground.] [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.] [image: Emoji: Rainbow flag.]
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PHOTO DESCRIPTION: Participant no. 82941 standing in bathroom mirror, sweatshirt raised, squeezing his belly fat in one hand. His eyes are red and his cheeks tear streaked. Superimposed with words “I GAINED 34 LBS. [image: Emoji: Loudly crying face.]”



2,221 likes

thetrueme.by.emmett.t Some of you may have noticed in my recent photos that I’m not looking like myself these days. (Some of you were even kind enough to point it out to me lol!!!) Well, it’s true: I’ve had a bit of a wobble in my #weightlossjourney.

Okay, maybe more than a wobble. Earlier this month I weighed 207 pounds, 34 pounds heavier than my lowest weight of 173. [image: Emoji: Weary face.] [image: Emoji: Weary face.] [image: Emoji: Weary face.]

I won’t get into the nitty-gritty of what went wrong. Needless to say, the journey to a better you is rarely a straight path. It’s full of ups and downs, twists and turns, skipped visits to the gym and late-night junk food binges (okay, I may be projecting there [image: Emoji: Face with tears of joy.]).

Seriously though, it’s been rough, and I feel like I need to be honest about that. Some of you have been on this journey with me since the beginning. Your support has given me so much strength, and I know with you by my side, this hiccup will be a thing of the past in no time.

I’m pleased to say, I’m already heading in the right direction. After pulling myself up by my weightlifting straps and making the necessary changes, I’m down to 193 lbs. and more motivated than ever to keep it going, all the way to my goal weight of 150. I’m confident I’ll get there—because this right here? This is the TRUE me: resilient, strong, a survivor.

Maybe a little hungry—okay, ALWAYS a little hungry. But it’s gonna take more than that to keep me down. [image: Emoji: Flexed biceps.]

QOTD: Have you ever had a wobble in your weight loss journey? Comment below with what you did to pull yourself out of it.

#weightloss #130poundsdown #keepingitreal #thetrueme

Comments

heatherette478 I’m so proud of you for being vulnerable like this and opening up. You’re so right, weight loss is full of ups and downs but we’re in this together! You got this!!!

thetrueme.by.emmett.t @heatherette478 Thank you so much for sticking with me! [image: Emoji: Smiling face with smiling eyes.]

ruth_delgado_ You don’t know how much I needed this today. Been struggling to get back on track for months. It feels so good just to know I’m not alone.

thetrueme.by.emmett.t @ruth_delgado_ Oh Ruth, I know exactly how you feel. You’re going to get back to it as soon as your mind and body are ready. I believe in you!!! [image: Emoji: Person lifting weights.]

thefatandthefurious You are so real for this

thetrueme.by.emmett.t @thefatandthefurious [image: Emoji: Pleading face.] [image: Emoji: Folded hands.]

dogs_and_dumbells Following. This is exactly the kind of weight loss realness I’ve been looking for.

thetrueme.by.emmett.t @dogs_and_dumbells Thank you and welcome! Your puppers are so cute!

dkpurcell1 You look great!!! [image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Fire.]

thetrueme.by.emmett.t @dkpurcell1 Aw, thanks!

ericfitla When you’re making progress as fast as you are, a bump in the road can send you flying. Nothing to be ashamed of. You got this.

thetrueme.by.emmett.t @ericfitla Very wise words… Thank you!

~dolphin.girl~ I gained 30 lbs in a month after my cat died,,, i lost 8 lbs on weight watchers but gained 14,,, now i have high cholesterol,,

thetrueme.by.emmett.t @~dolphin.girl~ I feel your struggle! Don’t let it get you down. Keep working and I’m sure you’ll hit your goal. [image: Emoji: Grey heart.]

~dolphin.girl~ @thetrueme.by.emmett.t What do you suggest for me,, diet and exercise doesn’t work for me what do you suggest??

rita_mamacita This is why I follow you, because you’re the real deal. Inspiration! [image: Emoji: Clapping hands.] [image: Emoji: Clapping hands.] [image: Emoji: Clapping hands.]

thetrueme.by.emmett.t @rita_mamacita You don’t know how much that means to me! Thank you!!

joanna_225 I know you’re busy and famous, but call your mama sometime. She loves you. [image: Emoji: Smiling face with smiling eyes.]

thetrueme.by.emmett.t Thank you, everyone! All your comments have inspired me. Tomorrow morning I’m opening sign-ups for a new course: “Get Back on Track after a Wobble without Missing a Beat!”
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CHAPTER 41

Three days after Emmett killed him, Justin Matthews’s body was found putrefying in his apartment after neighbors complained of a smell. Police forced entry to the unit, which Emmett had locked behind him, taking Justin’s bloody clothes, phone, and as much of the murder weapon as he could find, before weighing the bag down with rocks and flinging it into the San Diego River.

Emmett, at work when the news story found him, had a panic attack in the bathroom. After all, he’d covered his tracks only enough to delay the inevitable. His blood was in the carpet. Someone might have heard something, seen him come or go. According to the article, a neighbor’s doorbell camera had captured video of an “average-weight Caucasian male” fleeing the complex. Fortunately the footage was too dark and blurry for anyone to make Emmett out. He was just happy to be considered average.

Still, it was probably a matter of time before they connected Justin’s murder to Marco Jiménez’s, and the car in which he’d been found to Emmett. Part of him was surprised they hadn’t already. Was removing the VIN, license plates, and registration all it took to reduce a vehicle to total anonymity, or were the police in this town just that unmotivated?

Perhaps he ought to turn himself in, explain that he’d acted under the influence of Obexity. They’d investigate. The truth would come out, and Obexity would be over. No one else would be hurt, by him or anyone.

It was the right thing to do.

But would anyone believe him? Would he be breaking his NDA for nothing, putting himself at even greater legal risk?

Not to mention that if he stopped taking Obexity, he’d gain the weight back and lose everything else. Aaron, the museum job, his coaching business—the truth was, all that he could probably live without. It was the loss of the little things that scared him most. How much better he felt in his skin. Being able to shop for clothes at the store. The stray smiles and small kindnesses of strangers. The warm hug of validation he felt opening Instagram to a blossom of red hearts.

Maybe the drug was turning him into a monster, but how could he be expected to give it up when for the first time people were treating him like a human being?

Emmett feared it was a moot point anyway, when a few days later he received an email from Dr. Saito’s new intern.


Good morning Mr. Truesdale,

Jenni urgently needs to speak with you regarding your clinical trial participation. Due to the confidential nature of the discussion, a meeting at our offices is mandatory. Please advise of your earliest availability.



Somehow they knew he had flouted the trial protocol. Halleck had tipped them off, or they could tell from the weight gain recorded in his health journals. Maybe it was something even worse. What if Monstera, even before the police, had caught wind of his murder spree? Would they help him or throw him to the coyotes?

Emmett barely had time to delay his response. Less than an hour after the first email was sent, another landed in his inbox.


Given your lack of response and Jenni’s limited availability, I’ve taken the liberty of scheduling this meeting for 9 a.m. Friday, November 17. We look forward to seeing you then.







CHAPTER 42

By this point Aaron had grown tired of approving time off for Emmett’s frequent “medical appointments.” Feigning no interest or concern for his well-being, he replied to Emmett’s text, Just do what you need to do.

He arrived at the Monstera offices at ten minutes to nine and was escorted upstairs by the waiflike intern who’d emailed him.

She delivered him to the open door of a conference room. Four tables had been pushed together to form a larger one, where Dr. Saito sat with three colleagues. Emmett’s stomach clenched; the presence of so many seemed foreboding.

“Emmett, so nice to see you again,” Saito said, walking around the table to shake his hand. “Thank you for coming in.” Her grip was weak, but her eyes gleamed with hard light.

In turn, she introduced her colleagues: Pamela Clemmons Dixon, VP of public affairs; Donald Cohrs, director of regulatory affairs; and Rachael Witzens, Monstera’s “comms and social media wizard.”

Emmett puzzled at the mix of titles; he’d been expecting legal counsel.

“Please, have a seat,” Saito said, walking back around the table. “I’m sure you’re wondering why you’re here.”

Emmett sat. “The email said it was urgent?”

“Timely perhaps, but nothing serious. Hope we didn’t worry you.”

His tension was easing, but still.

“How’ve you been finding the trial since the last time we spoke? I know you were experiencing some side effects. Have the memory issues resolved?”

Emmett answered honestly: “They have.”

Everyone on Saito’s side of the table seemed relieved. “That’s great. I have to say, Emmett, we are all so impressed with your progress. You’re truly a star participant in our eyes, and we’re delighted to see how well Obexity’s been working for you.”

He was surprised. “Thanks for letting me be a part of it. It’s changed my life.” You have no idea how much.

“Your online following too, isn’t that right?”

“Sorry?”

“It was our chief science officer, Dr. Smith, who brought it to our attention. He sends his apologies for not joining today, by the way.” The others smirked, as if amused by the idea of the enigmatic Dr. Smith in the flesh. “Dr. Smith’s taken a special interest in you. He hand-selected you to participate in the trial, did you know that?”

“Hand-selected me?” Emmett said. “Why—?”

“He’s been monitoring your progress online and has been extremely impressed. How many followers do you have now?”

“Almost forty thousand,” Emmett said, distracted by one of his favorite topics. “Picked up quite a few after my wobble, actually.”

“Wow,” Cohrs muttered.

“I’m one of them,” Pamela said.

“Me too,” added Rachael, “and—all right if I jump in, Jenni?”

“Please.”

The young communications expert addressed Emmett, ebullient. “I’ve been following you on Instagram since Dr. Smith told us about your account, and I’m just in love with your content. You’re so talented. The amount of engagement you’ve been able to generate in such a short space of time is next level. Usually it takes years to build up an audience like that.”

“I’m sure it’s just the effects of the Obexity,” Emmett said.

“I don’t this so, I think it’s you. How real you are. Sooo many people struggle with their weight, and you’ve never shied away from that struggle. To see you blossom like you have over the last few months, it’s inspiring, even to people who aren’t, uh—” She faltered. “What I mean is—”

“What is this about, exactly?” Emmett said.

Rachael looked to her superiors for support.

“I’ll go,” said Donald Cohrs, a curt suited man with disheveled hair. “Now, I don’t know shit about PR or social media. My job is to make sure our products are in compliance with state and federal regulatory requirements and to oversee the FDA approval process. Unfortunately, the results of the Phase One Obexity trial raised some eyebrows in the federal government—”

“Just a couple of anomalies that we’ve since addressed,” Saito clarified. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Well, they’re still giving us a hard time,” continued Cohrs. “Because of that, there’s a chance our application won’t be approved. No FDA approval—”

“No Obexity,” Emmett finished.

“You get it. We’re taking a proactive approach, leveraging our political connections to change the rules around consumer safety—”

“What we mean is,” interjected Saito with a hint of impatience, “we’re trying to get the FDA to consider the long-term health benefits of a product when reviewing application data that may be anomalous or inconclusive. We strongly believe that the sooner we get this product to market, the sooner we can start saving lives.”

“Where do I come in?” Emmett asked.

“You see, the FDA has an obligation to consider public input on any proposed rule changes,” Saito said. “In fact, it’s often the deciding factor.”

“So you want me to, what, write them a letter? Tell them the drug is safe?”

Pamela answered, a stunningly beautiful Black woman with toned arms and pin-straight, steel-gray hair. “When the call comes for public comment, we hope you’ll raise your voice. But that might be a while yet. What we’d like to do is get ahead of all that by generating excitement for Obexity, putting pressure on the FDA to approve. As one of our most successful trial participants, with a passionate and growing online following, we think you’d make an incredible spokesperson for the product.”

“You mean…”

“We want you to be the face of Obexity.”

Emmett didn’t know what to think. “What about my NDA?”

“We’ll fix that,” Saito said. “We just ask for your continued discretion until the partnership is formally announced.”

When Emmett went quiet again, she added, “Of course, we wouldn’t take up your time without fair compensation. We’ve put together a package we think may interest you.” She produced a written proposal and slid it across the table. “Including both a generous fee and an earned incentive based on the number of impressions generated.”

“You mean, the more followers I have, the more money I get.”

“In a nutshell.”

Emmett scanned through the document. His eyes stopped and his lips parted in surprise at a number more than five times his annual salary.

“In addition to the financial compensation, we’d like to offer you a complimentary lifetime supply of Obexity, to allow you to maintain your healthy body after the end of the trial—assuming the FDA approves the product, of course.”

Obexity for life? If he remembered right, that was potentially worth millions. More than that: money couldn’t buy the way he felt about himself on the treatment.

“Of course, we don’t expect you to make a decision right now. Think about it. But this needs to stay under wraps until we go public with the partnership. That’s very important. You understand.”

“What would that look like?” Emmett asked. “Going public.”

Rachael jumped in. “We’d work with you on that. You know your audience best, so we’d want you to help drive the strategy. But we’re thinking an announcement over social and on the Monstera website, maybe a press release. Then a national campaign—digital, print, billboard. We’ve been looking at key markets, mostly Deep South, Texas, parts of the Midwest, LA and New York of course—”

“You’ll think about it,” Saito cut across her.

Emmett opened his mouth to object.

“You’ll think about it,” she repeated. She wasn’t asking.



A few minutes later, Saito walked Emmett to the elevator. “You have my number if you have any questions.” She pressed the button. “Anything at all.”

“Thanks. I’ll—”

“Let me know early next week.” The elevator arrived with a ding. A placid smile, or something like it, glinted on her lips. “Have a healthy and happy rest of your day.”

She stood, smiling and waving, until the doors slid closed.

Emmett felt anxious and conflicted as he rode the elevator down. It was an incredible opportunity. Potentially life-changing. But Saito and the others, they didn’t understand what the drug had done to him, what it had turned him into. Surely even the most unscrupulous, profit-obsessed company in the world wouldn’t choose a known cannibal as their spokesperson.

He ought to come clean. Force them to halt the clinical trial and cancel the product altogether.

But that would mean a legal inquiry. And more frightening still, no more Obexity. Back to his old life. His old self.

The thought of it turned his blood to slush.

On the other hand, here was an opportunity not only to lock in his new body for life and earn ridiculous amounts of money doing it, but to show the world who he really was.

With his face splashed across magazines and billboards, they would see him, and love him, not for who he’d been, but for what Obexity had made him.

And if they accepted him this way, maybe he could too.
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Emmett called Dr. Saito on Monday and let her know that he was in. She seemed satisfied to be able to cross it off her list, as if having never doubted he would break.

According to her, there was no time to waste; the announcement had been scheduled for January 2, about six weeks out, to capitalize on the postholiday weight loss fervor.

Once a week, Emmett snuck away at lunch for an hourlong Zoom with the Monstera team, who, despite previously saying they wanted his input, seemed happy for him to nod in agreement at whatever they put in front of him. Mostly he was fine with the direction but pushed back where he felt the message clashed with his personal brand—insisting, for example, that this wasn’t a story about “losing weight,” but of total transformation, inside and out.

“Like a butterfly emerging from a chrysalis,” Rachael said.

“Right, exactly. Becoming the version of yourself that you were born to be.”

“Becoming, I think that’s such a powerful word for this. Maybe that anchors our campaign slogan. ‘Becoming you.’ ”

“ ‘Becoming the true you,’ ” Emmett said.

“Love!”

A photo shoot was scheduled for the second week of December to allow him to lose as much weight as possible. Monstera kept dropping hints that they’d like him to be back down around 165 pounds for the shoot.

Truthfully, he was more worried about keeping himself out of jail long enough to see it happen. Not long after Justin Matthews’s body was found, it was reported that forensic investigators had recovered from his apartment “fingerprints and DNA thought to belong to the assailant.” Emmett had thought then that his days were numbered, but although the police had his DNA, they still hadn’t shown up at his door.

“I don’t get it. Why haven’t they figured out it’s me yet?”

“Haven’t you ever seen Forensic Files?” Lizette said.

“You know I don’t have the stomach for that murder stuff.” She shot him a look and he said, “You know what I mean.”

“You could probably watch anything now. I bet The Jeffrey Dahmer Tapes is like your Master Chef.”

“All right.”

She explained that because Emmett had never been arrested before, his DNA and fingerprints weren’t in the state or county databases, which was probably why the police couldn’t find a match. “As long as you don’t get arrested for eating anyone else, you should be fine.”

The day of the photo shoot drew near, but though he was losing weight again, it wasn’t coming off as quickly as it had been when he was bigger. He was averaging less than half a pound per day. He called in sick to Thanksgiving dinner at Chris and Jayla’s to avoid temptation, ignored texts from a “worried” Abby, and then managed to overdo it on the leftovers Lizette brought home from her parents’. Between that and his birthday a couple of weeks later, when one slice inevitably became a whole cake, he lost almost a week of progress.

The day before the photo shoot, he was still seven pounds over target and getting desperate. Even more than he feared Monstera’s wrath, he stressed knowing the photos would represent him in a national campaign.

He recalled losing six and a half pounds overnight by tripling up on EmaC-8. Even four or five pounds would be great. He’d just had his six-week check-in with Dr. Halleck, who’d been happy enough with his progress to give him his next cache of doses.

Equally, he recalled the consequences: the terrifying (though temporary) ballooning of his fat, then waking the next morning with a hunger that food couldn’t sate.

He’d done so well since then. He couldn’t risk another backslide, a sloppy murder that put him into the firing line of the police. As long as you don’t get arrested for eating anyone else, Lizette had said.

Three doses were too many. But two… two was doable.

He took them and was pleased when his body barely reacted. No sudden weight fluctuations, no popped buttons, just a light fluttering of his heart. Overdoing it before seemed to have upped his body’s tolerance.

But what mattered was the number on the scale.

He struggled to sleep, finally sinking into a nightmare of being arrested while flayed open on the operating table. Organs tumbled out of him as the police dragged him away, his feet tripping over a spill of intestine.

The second his eyes snapped open the next morning, he could feel the serum had done its work.

The scale confirmed: four pounds down. Good enough.

His hunger was savage, but Pamela and Rachael were beside themselves when he arrived on set. “Emmett, you look incredible!” they said.

“One sixty-eight,” he said apologetically.

“Don’t worry about it,” she insisted. “We were planning to help you out anyway.”

“Help me out?”

“In post. Good retouching can take off ten or fifteen pounds at least!”

Emmett hadn’t needed those extra doses at all.





CHAPTER 44

Between his increasingly demanding online persona, his new role as pharmaceutical spokesperson, and the mounting threat of being arrested, Emmett had neither the time nor energy to address his relationship with Aaron. It had been limping along for months, held together by occasional sleepovers and the fear that if things ended badly, both their jobs would be in jeopardy. An undercurrent of unacknowledged tension crackled beneath every interaction, as if they both knew that one wrong move could bring the whole thing crashing down. Aaron spent Christmas with his family in New York, and Emmett told his family that he’d gone with him; in reality, he spent the day at the Castillos’ being force-fed tamales and pozole by Lizette’s mother and tías, wondering if Aaron was equally grateful for the distance between them.

Emmett wasn’t necessarily opposed to quitting the museum. As much as he’d wanted the job, it involved far more meetings, admin, and management of his younger team members’ emotions than actually educating. Aaron had no interest in his ideas for new programming, and the office politics and gossip were verging on toxic.

Financially he’d be fine. Between his trial payments and his coaching business, he had a decent safety net, even before his other Monstera money came through.

That was another thing he’d need to address with Aaron at some point: the partnership deal. He didn’t have long. The announcement was scheduled to go live on Emmett’s Instagram in a few days’ time, and he really didn’t want that to be how Aaron learned he was on Obexity.

The Thursday between Christmas and New Year’s, Emmett sent a text: Hey, hope you’re having fun with your family. Do you have a minute to talk?

Aaron called him soon after. There was something unspoken in his tone as they exchanged pleasantries about their Christmases. “So you wanted to talk?”

“Yeah… I just think we should, don’t you?”

“I can’t do this right now, I’m with my—”

“When you get back, then. There’s something I need to tell you. Nothing serious, just—”

“I’m back Friday, but I’m having drinks with a friend.”

A friend. Emmett had been his friend once. It seemed like a long time ago now.

“Saturday, then?” Emmett said.

“Fine. I’ll text you when I’m home.”



Aaron seemed to be avoiding the conversation. He failed to text when he got back into town and ignored Emmett’s messages until New Year’s Day. Emmett had insisted they speak in person that night, before their return to the office. The following day was the big announcement, and he needed Aaron to know before it went live.

Emmett knocked at Aaron’s apartment, five pounds thinner than he’d been before taking his two remaining doses the previous night. Lizette had made a huge deal about how sickly thin he looked, but that wasn’t why Emmett did it anymore. Losing weight gave him a feeling of control, of order, a feeling that recent events had erased from his life.

Aaron opened the door, already awkward. They didn’t hug. He invited Emmett inside and led him into the kitchen.

“All right, let’s talk,” he said, pulling a pair of wineglasses out of the cupboard.

“None for me.”

Aaron returned one of the glasses.

Emmett’s stomach felt like a nest of fire ants. “How was your New Year’s?”

“Just say what you came here to say,” Aaron said.

“Okay… well. Obviously things have been off between us and I… I just think we need to figure out what we’re doing, before things get too uncomfortable at work.”

“Before they get uncomfortable?”

Aaron uncorked a bottle and filled his glass, not looking at him.

Emmett bristled. “Do you want to stay together?”

“Sorry, with you or the Emmett I started dating four months ago?”

“Aaron—”

“Don’t,” Aaron said, taking his wine into the living room. “Don’t pretend like you haven’t changed.”

“You mean my body?”

“I mean everything.” He sat on the couch, feet on the coffee table. “Your clothes, the way you act online. You’re like an ‘influencer’ now.” He made air quotes around the word.

“And that’s a problem?”

“You act like these people are your friends. You don’t even know them.”

“You don’t really know me, but that’s never stopped you from putting my toes in your mouth.”

“Fuck you,” Aaron said.

“Wish someone would.”

Aaron’s mouth puckered into a scowl; he slugged his wine.

“You used to like that I was popular online,” Emmett said. “Just be honest about what this is. You’ve barely looked at me since you saw me in the bathroom that day. You didn’t like what you saw.”

“All right, fine: the loose skin isn’t exactly a turn-on.”

Emmett had asked for it, but it still hurt.

“Nothing’s fucking good enough, is it?” he erupted. “You didn’t want me when I was fat, and now I’ve lost weight and you have a problem with my skin. Like, sorry, but I can’t just wave a magic wand and be this idealized body. I’m fat, I’ve been fat my whole life, and there’s no getting away from that.”

“Don’t let your followers hear you say that, ‘thetrueme.by.emmett.t.’ ”

Emmett’s gut blazed, Hungering for blood and meat and revenge.

He needed to get out before he lost control, before he did something he regretted. He turned and rushed out of the apartment.




Appendix W—Facebook Post

News 8 San Diego [image: Emoji: Check mark button.]

223K Likes • 298K Followers

1hr • [image: Emoji: Globe showing Americas.]

A jogger reported finding bloodstained garments washed up along the San Diego River bikeway. Police believe the items may be connected to the murder of Justin Matthews, a 36-year-old man found slain in his apartment November 6.

[image: A news headline from NEWS8SD.COM reporting a potential lead in a murder case involving a bag of bloody men’s clothing.]





CHAPTER 45

Emmett awoke the next morning feeling heavier than he had in months. His dread seemed to possess a physical mass, his body a leaden weight on the mattress. He didn’t want to go to work. There’d be no avoiding Aaron or the awkwardness of their fight.

Then he remembered, heavier still: the announcement. It’s happening today.

He’d thought about taking the day off, giving his followers his full attention, but between Zoom meetings with Monstera, photo shoots, and medical appointments, he’d been in and out of the office for months. The team had complained. He had the feeling he was already on thin ice, even before his blowout with Aaron.

He went in, not realizing a bombshell lay waiting in his inbox.

A teacher had emailed late the previous night claiming that one of the museum’s educators—a twenty-four-year-old man—had been swapping nudes and inappropriate texts with a seventeen-year-old student since a recent field trip. The parents were up in arms, threatening legal action against both the museum and the school.

The crisis was well-timed. The ensuing firestorm swallowed up not only any awkwardness between Emmett and Aaron but all thought of the announcement, which was prescheduled to go live on Instagram at 11 a.m. It wasn’t until he was sitting in an emergency meeting with the senior staff, the museum’s attorney board member rambling on speaker, that Emmett felt his phone buzzing and remembered what was happening online.

Hurrying back to his desk after the meeting, he declined a call from his mom and opened Instagram. Seeing he had more than four thousand new engagements sent an electric jolt of excitement through him.

Sitting, he opened the post.

It was his first time seeing the final edit of the photo. It was perfect: Emmett, smiling and healthy against a light background, standing beside himself at 324 pounds, Photoshopped in from an older photo. Their clothes were identical in style but five sizes different. The disparate colors told a story of butterfly-like transformation: from dark and drab to brilliant and colorful, the bright springtime hues of his size-medium outfit matching those of the Obexity brand mark in the corner of the image.

In the end, the caption had been an exercise in compromise:


If you’ve been following my #weightlossjourney here, you might’ve been wondering, “How does he do it?” In fact, many of you have asked me that very question!

Today, I’m delighted to be able to give you the answer I’ve been dying to share all along.

Over the last six months, I’ve been participating in a clinical trial of a miraculous new weight loss drug called Obexity™.

Obexity is a two-part weight loss system, including a small inpatient procedure and twice-monthly injections administered at home. Together, these treatments supercharge your metabolism, allowing users to drop weight at crazy speed without having to change their diet or exercise.

Since May, I’ve lost more than 165 lbs. and transformed my health—curing my diabetes, stabilizing my blood pressure and cholesterol, and significantly reducing my risk of cancer, heart disease, stroke, and other obesity-related conditions.

As someone who’s tried every diet under the sun, I’m overjoyed to have found a solution as effective and easy as Obexity. Thanks to Obexity, in just a few short months, I’ve blossomed into the person I was meant to be all along—finally, I’ve found #thetrueme.

And when Obexity hits the market, so can you.

Follow @obexity to stay tuned for more updates about how you can join the movement and become the real you.

#obexity #weightloss #bodytransformation #newyearsgoals #therealyou #paidpartnership



Emmett scrolled down, his anticipation curdling at the lopsided ratio of likes to comments. In less than twenty minutes, hundreds of people had piled in with their reactions.


Comments

heatherette478 WHAT!?! A weight loss drug?! Are you f’ing kidding me!!!!!!!

ericfitla Shame on you, sir. Making all these people think you achieved your results through hard work and discipline when all this time you were taking the easy way out. You’ve lost my respect and my follow.

rita_mamacita I’m disgusted… the “true me,” yeah right…

dogs_and_dumbells What the hell is this shit?! A product to lose weight without making ANY changes to your lifestyle?!? Sounds like everything that’s wrong with this fat lazy country.

ruth_delgado_ I don’t even know what to think, I feel so betrayed right now… I’m so disappointed [image: Emoji: Pensive face.]

jackattack7 Is anyone really surprised that the same people who lie about how much they eat also lie about losing weight the healthy way? Like, y’all really trust these people???

thefatandthefurious Douchebag

dkpurcell1 You look horrible!!! It’s obvious you’re on drugs [image: Emoji: Thumbs down.] [image: Emoji: Thumbs down.] [image: Emoji: Thumbs down.]

seismicwaste Shocking news- fat people are stupid lazy and dishonest [image: Emoji: Rolling on the floor laughing.]

joanna_225 [image: Emoji: Face with open mouth.]

joanna_225 @thetrueme.by.emmett.t Honey, please call me



A tremor of horror rattled Emmett to his core. He’d dealt with his fair share of trolls and bullies, but never like this—never for losing weight.

So apparently what they hated wasn’t fat at all, but fat people. Like the former condition of his body went more than just flesh deep, a stain on his character that could be expunged only through the “right kind” of weight loss.

Because in this country, it wasn’t enough to lose weight; apparently one had to suffer for it too.

Angry comments were still pouring in, a dozen per minute. Some even threatened violence, wanting to “punch him in the dick” or “kick his fat ass.”


tom_graves Anyone know where this guy lives/works? I have a “takeout order” for him I need to deliver.



Instinctively, Emmett raised his eyes from the phone, looking around as if the commenter might have been standing behind him.

He did a double take. A coworker was staring at him over his cubicle, his mouth a twist of derision. Nearby, Ysella and one of her friends were talking in hushed tones. “I knew he couldn’t have been doing it himself.”

All around people were watching him, their eyes lit with smug validation, as if they’d been wanting, and waiting, to see him fail.

Equal to the threats of violence, it made Emmett feel unsafe.

He closed his laptop and headed out to his car.





CHAPTER 46

At home, Emmett powered off his phone and handed it to Lizette. It was the only way to pull himself out from under the never-ending avalanche of hate, and silence the barrage of calls and texts from his family. They’d only make things worse.

“Shhh, Emmettito. It’s okay,” she murmured, holding him as he cried. “Don’t let the skinny fuckers upset you. They’re just mad because they’re hungry and have no asses.”

He chuckled through the tears, despite himself.

Lizette’s phone buzzed: a call from an unknown number. She silenced it, and the voicemail landed with another buzz.

Emmett watched the color drain from her face as she scrolled through the transcript. She rose off the couch and raised the phone to her ear.

“What is it?”

She didn’t answer, pacing.

“Lizette.”

At last she lowered the phone. “It’s the police.”

“What?”

“A detective,” she said. “He wants to talk to me.”

“What about? Did they mention me?”

“They didn’t say anything. Should I call them back?”

Emmett doubled over, sick with terror. “Fuck. Fuck. I can’t handle this right now!”

“I’m gonna call them.” She headed into her bedroom, the dogs scampering after her.

Emmett waited, nerves chewing a ragged hole through his stomach as he listened. Lizette was speaking to someone. The conversation was brief.

A moment later she came back into the living room. “They want me to go to the station. He said it was something to do with my clothes.”

“Clothes? What could—?”

“I don’t know. I’m gonna get ready and go.” An hour later, dressed, showered, and made up, she handed Emmett back his phone. It powered back on with a frenzy of notifications—dozens of texts, a voicemail from his frantic mom threatening to jump on a flight if he didn’t call her back at once. Lizette bent over the couch, planting a kiss on his cheek.

She drew back, almost in surprise.

“What?”

“You used to be so squishy.”

At one time the comment would’ve felt like a triumph. Now it landed with a ripple of guilt, as if he had taken something that was hers.

“Text me once you finish,” he said.

“I will.” She opened the door and— “Jesus!”

Aaron was standing there, a fist raised to knock.

Lizette didn’t greet him; Emmett had told her everything he’d said the previous night.

“We need to talk,” Aaron said, stepping past the barking dogs without waiting for an invitation. His jaw was set, fingers fidgeting with fury. Admittedly, Emmett had picked the worst possible day to bail on work.

“You good?” Lizette said.

He nodded.

With a scowl, she pushed past Aaron and left the apartment.

“If you’re here to fire me—” Emmett began.

“Shut the fuck up,” Aaron snapped, throwing the door closed behind him. The dogs ran under a table. “You’re on drugs?”

“Don’t overreact. It’s a clinical trial.”

“And you just forgot to mention anything about it?”

“I signed an NDA. I could’ve been sued.”

“That’s convenient.”

“Why does it even matter?”

“Why does it—?” Aaron spluttered, his eyes flashing. “You humiliated me. Do you know how many people asked me why I was with you? I told them you’d changed, that you were— Now everyone knows I’m dating a—a—”

Emmett got to his feet. “What? What am I, Aaron?”

“A fucking monster.”

It wasn’t the word Emmett had expected. The note it struck was dark and dissonant, triggering a response deep in Emmett’s body. Part of him welcomed it: the racing of his heart, the frenetic soda-pop fizz in his blood.

“It’s over,” Aaron said, not noticing the ripples across Emmett’s flesh. “I want you out of my life. You’re fired.”

A pressure ballooned inside Emmett, a pleasant pain stretching his skin. “I quit.”

“No,” Aaron spat, “you don’t quit shit. The only thing you know how to quit is a diet.”

Emmett’s fat undulated, expanding. His belly spilled over his waistband, drawing Aaron’s eye. “What the hell?” He stumbled back, horrified.

Emmett waded toward him, his clothes stretching tighter around his bloat. The button on his shorts went flying. “Say it again.”

“What the fuck’s happening to you!”

The seams on his clothes began to tear. “Call me a monster again.”

Aaron turned to the door. Emmett grabbed his arm and ripped it back, stronger than he realized; a pop told him he’d wrenched it out of socket.

Aaron screamed, and Emmett’s free hand flew to his throat. Terror glistened in Aaron’s eyes as Emmett crushed his windpipe, bright against the storm of puce closing over his face. His tongue flapped pathetically out of his mouth.

Suddenly ravenous, Emmett yanked Aaron toward him by the neck and chomped. Aaron bucked, screaming in pain, Emmett’s mouth filling with blood and saliva as his teeth clamped down on Aaron’s tongue. A jerk of his head, and the muscle disconnected with a snap.

Emmett tossed the appendage back like a dog, ate it down in a few good champs.

His body, sated, shrank back toward its previous size.

Aaron staggered back, collapsed against the door. He cowered before Emmett with his arms raised, blood sheeting down over his chin.

“Say it again,” Emmett repeated.

But with his ragged stump of a tongue, Aaron could do little more than bleat: not a wolf, but a sheep primed for slaughter.





CHAPTER 47

Once he’d eaten his fill, Emmett’s killer instinct receded and his logical mind regained control. The horror of what he’d done overwhelmed him, as if he were happening upon the scene for the first time. Aaron’s remains lay twisted and gnarled at the base of the door, lids half-closed over rolled-back eyes. Rib bones poked through the open trench of his torso, curved upward like skeletal hands cupping the half-eaten apple of his heart.

What the fuck, Emmett thought. WHAT THE FUCK.

And in his own apartment. The walls were splattered, the carpet drenched. Even if he managed to get rid of the body—

“Get back!” he shouted as Tubbs licked curiously at the slow spread of blood.

What was he going to do with the body?

He rummaged through the closet, heart hammering. The only thing even remotely big enough was an oversize duffel bag.

Getting Aaron inside proved a macabre sort of puzzle. He had to remove the extremities with a meat cleaver to get everything to fit. Emmett cursed when the blade went straight through the kitchen linoleum. There goes the security deposit.

He’d just managed to force the zipper closed when his phone rang. It was Lizette. He silenced the call, but there was no hiding this from her. The last thing he needed was her walking in and making a scene.

“Hey,” he answered. “Don’t be mad—”

The words tumbled out of her, leaving no space for breath. “You need to leave, pack your stuff right now, I’m not kidding. If you can’t stay with Ab or Chris, my parents—”

“Lizette, slow down. What are you talking about?”

“I just finished with that detective guy. He asked me if I recognized them, the clothes.”

“Clothes, what clothes?”

“The blue Friday shirt I made you and the tan shorts. They were all bloody, wrapped up in a trash bag.”

The clothes he was wearing the night he killed Justin Matthews. Someone must’ve found them.

“But how did they know you—?”

“The tags. They all fucking say GORDITA on them.”

“Fuck!” He should’ve burned them like he had the other evidence. “What’d you tell them?”

“I said I didn’t know who they belonged to, that I sold hundreds of them on my website. Then they started asking about you. They mentioned your Taurus—they had a photo of it from your Instagram.”

“Fuck!”

“You can’t stay there. As soon as I get home I’ll help you—”

“No,” Emmett said. “Don’t come here. Stay at Mando’s.”

“Why? What’s wrong?” When he didn’t answer: “Emmett, tell me you didn’t—not in the apartment.”

“I couldn’t help it! I can’t always control—”

“Oh shit. Oh shit!”

“I’m taking care of it, just go to Mando’s.”

He ended the call, then stomped around with his hands balled into fists, a vein throbbing in his forehead. He snatched a pillow off the couch and screamed so hard he felt lightheaded.

His phone rang again. It wasn’t Lizette, not even his mom. Flustered, he answered.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Emmett.”

“Dr. Saito. How are you?” he said, impersonating someone who hadn’t just finished dismembering his boyfriend.

“Probably better than you, all things considered.”

She knows. But how?

Then he remembered the post, a disaster almost equal to the state of his carpets.

“Look, I—I’m really sorry about today. I’m sure that wasn’t the reaction you were—”

“I’m not calling about the announcement,” Saito said.

“You’re not?”

“Time is of the essence, so I’ll make this short: we know about your side effects and the issues they’ve been causing you.”

Dread bobbed like cold vomit up Emmett’s throat. “I-issues?”

“Four by my count. Unless you’ve added one since Justin Matthews.”

Emmett was going to be sick. She knew. She was going to hand him over to the police. “How—? W-what’re you—?”

“Don’t worry. I have no intention of turning you in. Monstera wants to help you. Are you at home?”

He didn’t answer.

“Pack a bag. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. I have a safe place you can stay until we get everything sorted out.”

“No—I can’t—I can’t leave right now.”

“Has something happened?”

“No,” Emmett insisted. His eyes flicked unconsciously to the duffel bag in the corner of the room. “Everything’s fine.”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Saito said. “Just stay there. And for fuck’s sake, don’t kill anyone else.”



Emmett showered the blood off him, dressed, and packed a bag. He couldn’t settle, returning to the living room window ten times in an hour before he spotted a large van parking on the street. The words Bio-Clean—Crime Scene Sanitation Experts were printed on the side.

A few moments later, there was a knock at the door. Through the peephole he spied four strangers.

“Mr. Truesdale?” said the man in front. “We’re here to help.”

Emmett said nothing. Could this be a trick?

“Jenni Saito sent us.” And when he still did not answer: “We’re coming in—”

Emmett reached for the lock a split second too late. The door swung open and the man bulldozed in ahead of his colleagues. The foursome were completely unfazed by the state of the apartment or the blood squelching beneath their shoes.

“Who are you?” Emmett said, rushing to close the door behind them. “What are you doing?”

One of them had a duffel of her own; she tossed it onto the couch, unzipped it, and began to distribute folded-up rubber garments.

“We’ll take it from here,” the man said as his colleagues donned hazmat suits, goggles, and medical masks.

“But—”

Another knock at the door. Another glance through the peephole.

This time Emmett didn’t hesitate to open up.

“Ready to go?” said Saito, standing in the doorway.

Emmett didn’t see the point of resisting. “Come in. I’ll grab my stuff.”

She closed the door behind her.

When Emmett returned to the room with a suitcase, she was using the couch for balance as she scraped blood off the bottom of her stilettos. “Thank god they’re Louboutins,” she said. In response to Emmett’s obvious confusion, she added, “Red soles. All set?”

“What about…?”

She followed his line of sight to the duffel oozing on the linoleum. She frowned. “I suppose your friend should come too.”





CHAPTER 48

“What’s going on?” Emmett said as Saito’s Tesla flew east down Interstate 8. “How did you know I was connected to the deaths?”

Her driving was fast but measured, her manicured hands gripped firmly at ten and two as the car wove through post–rush hour traffic. “We received a tip-off from the SDPD. A friend told us you were being investigated for Justin Matthews’s murder.”

“A friend?” Emmett reached to silence his phone. He’d asked Lizette to swing by the apartment to grab the dogs; judging by the string of profanity-laden texts that followed, the cleaning crew wasn’t quite finished when she arrived.

“Assistant Chief Bautista was a participant in our Phase One trial. Started a two-hundred-sixty-pound diabetic, finished a new man. We’ve been supplying him with maintenance doses in exchange for his help throwing the investigators off your scent.”

“How?”

“Compromising evidence, leading the detectives down rabbit holes. Didn’t you wonder why they were so slow to catch up with you?”

“You lied to me. You knew the drug was making me hurt people. You made me think I was crazy!”

She slowed before a flare of brake lights. “The product has had issues for a while. Phase One, a few participants reported experiencing mood swings, violent blackouts.”

“Tanya Swygert,” Emmett said. “She killed her husband. Ate him too, didn’t she? But the news didn’t report that part.”

“We wanted the story to die as quickly as possible. One of our participants shoots her husband, that’s bad enough, but cannibalism…”

“Sounds like Bautista’s been helping you out for a while.”

Saito smirked. “The point is, she couldn’t stop taking the drug. None of them could, even once they realized what it was doing to them. They were so addicted to finally being seen as people that they were willing to turn themselves into monsters.”

“And you kept it quiet to make sure you got your FDA approval. You didn’t care if people died as long as Monstera cashed in.”

“Don’t be so cynical. Obexity is a miracle cure. It could save people like us.”

“Then why not take the time to do it right? If you knew there was a problem after the first trial, why move forward before you’d fixed the side effects?”

“Who says I’m trying to fix them?”

After a quarter of an hour Saito took the off-ramp for Rancho Peñasquitos, a residential community not far from where Emmett grew up. “Have you eaten?”

He realized he was starving. She drove through a Wendy’s, and Emmett, despite his lingering shock at her admission, smiled in surprise when Saito ordered herself a Dave’s Triple combo and chocolate Frosty.

“Cut me some slack. It’s been a long day,” she said.

It was nearly dark when they pulled onto a residential street and into the driveway of a large Spanish-style house, clean white stucco and clay roof tiles. A pair of shaggy four-legged shadows cleared the way for their arrival, their eyes flashing ice blue as the headlights’ beam swung across them.

Saito got out and opened the trunk. “Want to grab your bag? The suitcase,” she clarified as he reached for the other. Surprisingly strong for her size, she hefted the duffel out and lugged it toward the side gate.

Who is this woman? Emmett thought. He was still thinking about what she’d said on the drive over. If she knew the treatment was turning people into murderers, why wouldn’t she want to fix the side effects?

With a backward click of her fob, the trunk closed automatically.

Emmett traced her steps, rolling his suitcase through a luxurious backyard lounge, past a resort-style pool and an up-lit tropical garden of monstera and birds-of-paradise. As he reached the edge of the yard, he saw that it backed up to a steep and untamed decline, part of the Los Peñasquitos Canyon Preserve.

Pausing at the waist-high wrought-iron fence, Saito swung the bag up onto the rail, unzipped it, and dumped the contents. They rolled into the scrub with a sudden fury of snarls and champing, the scavengers already tussling over Emmett’s scraps.

“Good doggies.” Saito smiled, then marched back toward the house.

She dumped the duffel into the blazing firepit and threw open the back doors.

Again Emmett followed and found himself standing in a living room lit by a single warm bulb. It was immaculately clean and decorated with stylish masculine furniture. The walls were white and the ceilings vaulted, like a temple converted into a high-class bachelor pad.

“Where are we?”

“Cecil’s house. One of them, anyway.” Saito adjusted the thermostat; the place was boiling. “You can stay as long as you need. You’ll be safe here.”

“What about Aaron’s body? Won’t someone find it?”

Air began to blow through the vents. “Coyotes took care of that problem.”

“They’ve taken care of a lot of problems for you, haven’t they?”

“You don’t think that’s a coincidence?” Saito said, turning on her heel. “A pack of man-eating coyotes running around San Diego the same time you developed a taste for human flesh?”

Disbelief punched Emmett in the gut. “You mean—”

“We needed some assurance in case participants continued to have negative side effects.”

“I take it you weren’t testing the coyotes’ saliva, then.”

“The Department of Fish and Wildlife thought so when they issued our collection permit. They didn’t realize that what we really wanted was to modify the animals’ DNA. Alter their dietary preferences, make them more aggressive toward humans, even predatory. The media helped spread the message. Everyone loves a scary story. When mutilated bodies started turning up all over town—”

“Everyone assumed they were eaten by coyotes.”

“At least until you came along. We couldn’t blame coyotes for bludgeoning a man to death and setting fire to his corpse, now could we?”

“But why?” Emmett said. “All these cover-ups—bribing Bautista, genetically modifying coyotes. Why not just fix the product? You have to know that even if the FDA approves Obexity, they’re just gonna pull it off the market again once its side effects come to light.”

“Ah, but by then it’ll be too late.”

“So you meant what you said in the car. You’re not trying to fix it. You want to turn us into monsters.”

“According to society, we’re already monsters,” Saito said. “I mean, that’s how they see us, right? Stupid. Mindless. Ugly. Dangerous.”

“And you want to prove them right?”

“I want revenge,” she growled. “For how they treated me. For the names they called me. For how to them, I only started to exist once men wanted to fuck me. That’s what Cecil doesn’t understand. What he’s never understood: Obexity isn’t just about getting thin; it’s about getting even.”

“He’s allowing you to kill people just to—?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. He thinks we’re doing everything we can to fix the product. And we will, eventually. Only a few percent of Obexity users will experience its more vengeful side effects. But sooner or later people will figure out what it’s doing to them, and when they do we’ll fix the issue, slap a new label on it, and push it back out, pretending it’s a whole new product. As long as it’s effective, people will buy it. But maybe there’s another issue we didn’t anticipate, another little side effect that didn’t show up in the clinical trial… another killing spree, but bigger this time. Hungrier.”

She laughed, apparently amused by the expression on Emmett’s face.

“Oh, don’t look so scandalized. Georgina Hodge? Justin Matthews? Clearly you’re not above getting your own back. Although I must say, the old lady in the mobility scooter was an interesting choice.”

“Another little side effect,” Emmett said, echoing Saito’s words. “Obexity turns us on everyone: not just our tormentors, but each other as well. Lizette…” He trailed off, remembering her look of shock when he’d thrown her obesity in her face. Calling her lazy—Lizette, who’d busted her ass to build a successful fashion brand all on her own while holding down a full-time job.

“I can live with that,” Saito said.

“Wait. Why are you helping me?”

She smiled. “Because I like you, Emmett.”

“Bullshit.”

“Fine. Because we need you.”

He shook his head, confused.

“The police are onto you. Which means pretty soon the police will be onto Obexity. We need you to take the fall for the murders.”

“I would never—”

“Just listen,” she said, stepping toward him. “Think of it as another partnership deal: you agree to keep Monstera’s name clean, and we’ll see that you get the best defense that big biopharma can buy. You’ll be found not guilty on grounds of temporary insanity, and once you’re free, we’ll take care of you for life. Money, a lifetime supply of Obexity—”

“You already promised me that.”

“If you go down for murder, it won’t matter what the fuck we promised,” Saito murmured, inches from him now, intimidating despite her small stature. “And if you don’t do this, you will go down. All that big biopharma money can just as easily be used to dredge up your darkest secrets, make you look like a food-obsessed psychopath. After this morning, everyone already knows you’re a liar. Blame Obexity and people will think you’re just another fat guy making excuses about what you eat. In your case, that just happens to be people.”

“You’d never win.”

“Are you willing to take that risk,” Saito said, “knowing how little society trusts our testimony, even when it comes to our own bodies and experiences? The choice is yours: join us and be thin and rich and healthy, or go against us and eat yourself to death in prison.”

Emmett’s mouth gummed; he couldn’t speak.

“I’m going to give you a moment to think about that.”

Saito left the room. Emmett heard the front door open, and she returned a moment later to thrust his Wendy’s against his chest.

“Eat. You look hungry.”

He noticed the briefcase in her other hand.

“Just a few extra doses, in case you need a top-up,” she explained. “Depending how you play this, they may be the last you ever take.”

She set the briefcase on the floor and walked back toward the front of the house. “You have my number.”

Through the window by the door, Emmett watched her get into her car, back out, and drive away.

Alone, he stuffed his face. Then he pulled the briefcase up onto his lap and opened it, revealing four rows of six injector pens quivering with blue serum.

Indecision ate at him. He already had plenty in his system. But like Saito said, this could be his last chance.

He took the case to the bathroom and administered an injection. Then another. Once he started, he couldn’t stop. His tolerance had increased; he needed more to feel it working, to soothe his soul’s desire for self-destruction.

He managed nine before his heart thrashed, his fat ballooning and contracting.

Another three before the room spun, the walls tilted, and the floor rose up to throw a punch.





CHAPTER 49

Emmett awoke on cold tile, blinking blearily up at a ceiling of recessed lighting. Threads of pain braided themselves through every inch of his body. His mouth was dry, his stomach a pit of burning want.

Trembling, he pulled himself off the floor in front of the bathroom mirror.

He let out a cracked cry of horror at his post-overdose reflection. He resembled a shock ad in an anti-anorexia campaign: eyes as big as moons, face a shrunken box of cheekbone and jawline, ribs protruding through a pallid drip of waxy skin. Emmett struggled to wrap his head around it: not just how much weight he’d lost in one night, but how little of him had existed beneath the fat all this time. How small and fragile the “real him” really was.

His clothes lay in ribbons at his feet, torn apart in the previous night’s transformation. Downstairs he found his suitcase and put something on, then went looking for something to appease his hunger.

The house seemed barely lived in, the kitchen spotless and all but empty. In the pantry, just a few canisters of whey protein, a case of electrolyte water, healthy snacks.

He uncapped a half-eaten jar of macadamia nuts and shoved a fistful into his mouth. The crunch was sublime. He continued to eat them as he explored the downstairs, his appetite shrinking as his curiosity grew. Saito had said the house belonged to Cecil Smith, Monstera’s chief science officer. Emmett had never met him, and yet there was something familiar about this place, a watchful sterility that quickened his pulse.

The downstairs office was meticulously tidy, the desk bare except for a monitor and an empty docking station. The deep bottom drawer was locked. What was this Smith guy hiding? Evidence that he knew about Obexity’s deadly side effects? If so, it might come in handy when it came time for Emmett to prove his innocence.

He retrieved a fingernail clipper from the bathroom, slid out the nail file attachment, and inserted the curved tip into the lock as far as it would go. He’d learned to do this on Whispering Tree Lane, after Hank had followed through on his threat to install a lock on the pantry door. He jiggled the tool until he heard a click, and the drawer slid open.

An ordered row of file folders hung inside. Labeled in inscrutable shorthand such as BZMN, PHENT-8, and SEMGLP-1, they contained files related to past and ongoing experiments, some conducted at Monstera and older ones apparently completed while Smith was at Torrey Pines Medical Discovery Institute.

Emmett pulled out the folder labeled EMAC-8. The contents were mostly indecipherable—reports, timelines, reams of data both scientific and financial. Struggling to make sense of them, he turned to a more easily digestible document: what appeared to be an internal memo authored by Dr. Smith himself, on the mission and purpose of the treatment.


Ephaloma-copiramate (EmaC-8) is the pharmaceutical component of the multimodal weight loss product Obexity, a clinically proven cure for overweight and obesity unlike any before it. Obexity alone has been proven to eradicate the disease where diet and exercise have failed.

Obesity is viewed by most Americans as a lifestyle choice or characterological flaw; however, scientists have known since the mid-nineteenth century that the food obsession commonly associated with the moral depravity of obese people is a byproduct of the low-calorie diets often foisted on them, which have been found, time and time again, to result in short-term weight loss followed by regain, often of more than the original amount lost.

An experiment conducted during World War II, in which researchers at the University of Minnesota halved the caloric intakes of thirty-six healthy young men, found that while dieting, the men became obsessed with food—eating it, talking about it, hoarding it. They even dreamt about it. They developed new urges to “gulp their food down ravenously,” to lick their plates clean. Several men developed habits of binge eating. After reverting back to their normal diets, they found they could no longer be sated. Ancel Keys, the lead author of the study, wrote: “Subject No. 20 stuffs himself until he is bursting at the seams, to the point of being nearly sick and still feels hungry; No. 120 reported that he had to discipline himself to keep from eating so much as to become ill; No. 1 ate until he was uncomfortably full; and subject No. 30 had so little control over the mechanics of ‘piling it in’ that he simply had to stay away from food altogether.”

The greed of fat people is a scientific fallacy, reinforced by the misconception that they could easily be thin if only they exerted more willpower to control their diet and exercise. Decades of research have shown that the odds are stacked against those who attempt to lose weight by these traditional means. Exercise, though critical for overall health, barely moves the needle on the scale in most clinical studies, and obese people who attempt to lose weight, due to the natural slowing of their metabolism and their body’s other built-in defenses against starvation, must consume far fewer calories to maintain their bodies than the naturally thin. Having to undereat for life, paired with persistent starvation-induced impulses to overeat, makes it nearly impossible for most obese people to keep weight off long term. Add to that the complexities of genetic predisposition, psychological factors that drive some to self-soothe and self-medicate with food, and many Americans’ lack of access to all but cheap processed foods lab-created to trick their bodies into consuming ever more while feeling ever less satisfied, and we find that for the majority of overweight and obese Americans, sustained and significant weight loss is all but impossible.

Of course, there are exceptions. Stories of superhuman feats of willpower abound in the media, often to sell diet and exercise programs that will fail for nearly all. Nevertheless, the science is clear: For most overweight and obese people, losing weight and keeping it off is not simply an issue of “mind vs. matter.” Dieting is fraught, excruciating, destructive, and almost universally ineffective. Punishing exercise regimens, likewise. In order to destroy obesity without destroying obese people, a simpler, more miraculous solution is called for.

Obexity is that solution.



Emmett finished reading, his brain a tumult of disquiet and relief. Was this true? Was it possible that everything he’d believed about his weight struggles was wrong? It was freeing but also terrifying, realizing what little control over his body he might have had all along.

He continued his search upstairs, where the first of the house’s three bedrooms had been repurposed as a home gym. The equipment looked a couple of years old, worn in but polished to a shine. Emmett felt uncomfortable in its presence—not like he did at 24 Hour Fitness, as if he’d landed on an alien planet. The setup here was almost too familiar. The chest press gleamed in the morning light, practically smirking.

Of interest in the second bedroom was a framed print of a seventeenth-century nobleman, an image Emmett vaguely recalled from an exhibit at the Museum of Us.

The largest bedroom was neatly made up. A king-size bed tightly tucked in white linens. The dresser empty. It was like a hotel room, down to the bedside drawer, except instead of a Bible, Emmett found a Book of Mormon.

His dread intensifying, he opened to a marked page in the Book of Nephi. A couple of verses were underlined: But the Lord of Hosts shall be exalted in judgment, and God that is holy shall be sanctified in righteousness. / Then shall the lambs feed after their manner, and the waste places of the fat ones shall strangers eat.

More disturbing still were the words penned in the margins:


Sir Percival Blount—messenger of God??



As if the book had burned him, he dropped it back into the drawer, then paused. A name was engraved into the back cover, the gold lettering flaking away as if with age: C. HENRY STAUDER.

Stauder? Not Smith?

Emmett took the book up again and flicked hurriedly through it, looking for something, anything, that could explain it.

He stopped at the inscription penned into the inside cover:


To Hank—

May this book bring you solace in the dark. May these words forever guide you into the light.






Appendix X—Health Journal

PARTICIPANT DETAILS



	TRIAL ID: OBXII202305

	 

	PARTICIPANT NO: 82941




	DOB: 12/8/94

	 

	SEX: M




	HT: 5'11"

	 

	START WT: 323 LBS




	Date of Entry

	 

	 




	11/16/23

	 

	 




	Current Weight (lbs.)

	 

	 




	132

	 

	 




	Lost to Date

	Calculated BMI

	BMI Category




	191 Lbs.

	18.4

	Underweight





Please describe your physical, mental, and emotional state as pertains to this clinical trial.


Anxious. Conflicted. Liable to kill. I have been for weeks, but especially after what Saito said last night. The choice is mine. But how could I ever give up Obexity? My life before the treatment was barely worth living. I can’t go back to that. Monstera owns me now.

That was yesterday, before I found what I found and everything started to make sense.

My weight loss, the trial, maybe even me being selected for it—he orchestrated all of it. The one person I vowed would never control me, or my eating, ever again.

I may still be anxious—definitely murderous—but no part of me is uncertain about what I need to do.

Hank, if you’re reading this: I’m coming for you.

If you’re reading this: I’M GOING TO FUCKING EAT YOU ALIVE.








CHAPTER 50

Emmett submitted the health journal on his phone, then called Lizette. Though still furious he had turned their apartment into a cannibalistic murder dungeon, she admitted that Bio-Clean had left the place unrecognizable and agreed to come get him. He dropped a pin and braced for her reaction when she arrived half an hour later. According to Hank’s bathroom scale, the overdose of EmaC-8 had devoured an unfathomable twenty-four pounds of him. He felt nauseous, weak, sensitive to sun. His clothes hung off him like elephant skin.

“What the fuck?” she shouted as he opened the passenger door and tossed his suitcase into the backseat.

“Glad you like the new look.”

“I’m saying it right now: I am not sewing you another wardrobe. GORDITA doesn’t do extra small.”

He reached for the seat belt. “Have you considered starting a line of clothes for thin people? I hear you can make a killing.”

He searched the center console for a pair of sunglasses as they drove off. “I need you to take me to the museum.”

“Didn’t they fire you?”

Lizette wouldn’t understand: He wasn’t going there to work. He was going to look at Portrait of a Man-eater, a print of which hung in the house he’d just left. He had a sneaking suspicion that the original held a clue to Hank’s involvement in Obexity.

Emmett’s phone rang. He saw his mom’s name with a feeling of relief. As little as he wanted to admit it, she was exactly what he needed right now.

“Hi, Mom,” he answered.

“Jesus, honey, where the fuck have you been? I’ve been—”

“I know, I know. I got caught up.”

Lizette acknowledged the gross understatement with a purse-lipped look.

“The drug, honey,” Joanna cooed. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He sighed. “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want to disappoint you.”

“Oh, honey… Where are you now?”

“In the car with Lizette.”

“Okay. Let’s talk when I get to your place. I’m just leaving baggage claim—”

“Wait, baggage claim? You’re at the airport?”

“I told you I’d come if I didn’t hear from you! A mother knows when her son needs protecting.”

“Better late than never.”

She responded with a tiny, wincing gasp. To his surprise, her next words held not a hint of defensiveness.

“I know, honey. I’ve made so many mistakes. When you were younger I didn’t know what I was doing; my therapist says I was in survival mode. She’s been helping me figure all that stuff out. That’s part of why I wanted to come out. There’s so much I want to—”

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not. You were right. You’re always right,” she said. “There’s somethin’ special about that boy.”

Emmett’s throat closed around a sob.

“That’s fine,” he said, covertly wiping his eyes. “But I’m not home. I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”

“I’ll meet you at work. We can have lunch and talk.”

“No—”

“That’s the shuttle for the rental place. Gotta go. Love you!”

“Mom—”

Beep-beep.

He shoved the phone into his pocket.

Lizette was looking at him, prodding for a reaction. “That was nice.”

He couldn’t talk about it, not now. “She’s going to meet us at the museum.”

“I’m not driving you to—”

“Yes you are. Please. I need to do this.”

“Do what?”

“You’ll see. Please—just get me there.”





CHAPTER 51

Emmett threw on a hoodie from his suitcase while Lizette found parking in the public lot. The garment was now three sizes too big, but with the hood up and sunglasses on, he might just about get by unnoticed, hopefully in time for the prime midday posting window.

Lizette insisted on going with him. “Last time I let you out of my sight, you ate a guy.” But as they reached the steps of the museum, Joanna texted.

“Shit. My mom’s gonna be here in a few minutes.”

“I’ll wait out here for her. Don’t be long.”

He headed up the stairs and through the entrance, cursing under his breath as he spotted his former coworker Ry behind the ticket desk. He considered turning back, but there was no telling if he’d have another chance. The police might already have a warrant for his arrest.

“Good morning,” she said as he approached. “Just one adult today?”

He nodded, pleased that she hadn’t recognized him.

“Just to let you know, California Tower is closed for repairs—” She broke off, her stray glance doubling back. “Emmett? Is that you?”

His head spun, checking to see who’d heard.

“You can’t be here,” Ry said. “You know you’ve been fired, right? And—”

“Shhh, please.”

“Aaron didn’t show up to work today,” she whispered. “No one’s been able to reach him.”

“Look, I’m not here to make trouble—”

“What happened to you?” Her gaze roved over his face, down to his hands. “You’re so fucking thin.”

“Forget about that.”

“Is it the Obexi-whatever?”

“Ry! I’m begging you. Just let me pay and I’ll be out of here in five minutes.”

A family joined the line for tickets. Making a split-second decision, Ry cleared her throat and announced, “That’ll be $19.95.”

Relieved, Emmett paid by card. She handed him his ticket, her eyes warning him not to do anything stupid. “Enjoy your visit,” she said through gritted teeth.

The dome-ceilinged main hall admitted him with a church-like solemnity, his footsteps echoing a muttered devotion. After the busy season of the winter holidays, the museum was all but empty. Still he kept his head down as he took the stairs to the second floor, passing a cluster of chattering volunteers. One of them, a woman he’d talked to a couple of times, caught his eye, her expression opaque.

Emmett hurried on, following the path he and Lizette had trod months earlier and never since. By the time he began working at the museum, he’d had enough misgivings about his condition to put him off the exhibition for good, as if he might enter to find his own photo displayed there, between the Aztec heart-eaters and the “savages” of Erromango.

He hurried down the hall of popular cannibals and moved swiftly through the mazelike exhibition hall, his gaze shifting from one display to the next.

He rounded a corner, and there it was: the portrait he’d been thinking about since he realized that Cecil H. Smith and C. Hank Stauder were one and the same man. Emmett took in the blood-spattered depiction of Sir Percival Blount, the seventeenth-century baronet who boasted that a medicinal tonic had restored his health and left him ravenous for human meat.

Emmett’s gaze paused on the glass vial lying unstoppered on the table. He’d always thought it was empty, but now he noticed an almost imperceptible dab of sky blue, the last drop of whatever Blount had just drained from it.

That wasn’t the only thing he’d overlooked last time he was here.

He made sure to include it in the photo he took of the painting, then immediately posted to Instagram.
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Emmett Truesdale
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Museum of Us
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PHOTO DESCRIPTION: Portrait of a Man-eater, artist unknown, on display in the Museum of Us in San Diego, CA. Underneath, a plaque reads, “Made possible by the generosity of Cecil H. Smith, PhD.”



12,935 likes

thetrueme.by.emmett.t I know I hurt many of you by not being up front with you. I get it, and I’m not going to make that mistake again. No matter what the consequences may be, here’s the truth and nothing else.

Buckle up—this is going to be a wild ride.

In May this year I joined a clinical trial, run by @monsterabiosciences, of a new “miracle” weight loss drug called Obexity. After fighting my weight my entire life, the results were life-changing.

Obexity transformed me—and not just my body. I was hungrier than ever, and over time I began to crave human meat. No, this isn’t a sick joke. Yes, I know how unhinged this sounds.

Of course I fought this disgusting yearning, but as multiple clinical trials have shown, Obexity takes control of your body, your actions, even your personality. It turned me into a killer, sometimes consciously and sometimes blacked out. I killed and ate Aaron Wolfe, Justin Matthews, and Marco Jiménez, and probably also Georgina Hodge and a woman named Myra.

I’m not the only user who’s been driven to kill. Tanya Swygert was in an Obexity trial when she murdered her ex-husband (look her up if you don’t know the name). There are probably a bunch of others I don’t know about.

Despite being aware of its horrifying side effects, Monstera BioSciences invited me to become a spokesperson for Obexity and help them obtain FDA approval so they can make the treatment available nationwide. Once I learned they’d been covering up the murders for months, even using genetically modified coyotes to avoid scrutiny (yes, really), they blackmailed me into concealing the truth. I felt I had no choice but to go along with it.

Until I realized that the man behind the whole operation, Dr. Cecil H. Smith, is someone I already knew.

If you’ve read my blog, you know that my former stepdad, Hank Stauder, used to abuse me verbally, and once physically, because of my weight. When I was eleven, he starved me for days, then, after I snuck food from a neighbor’s house, tied me to a chair and force-fed me my own vomit.

Hank Stauder is an evil sadistic man who was fired from the Torrey Pines Medical Discovery Institute for unauthorized experimental testing on human subjects. I’ve known about the scandal for years, as I was living with Hank when it happened, but it wasn’t until I found myself in possession of his private documents early this morning that I was finally able to put the whole story together.

According to files recovered from his office, the incident left a stain on Hank’s name. Struggling to find work, he set out to distance himself from his previous identity. When I knew him, he went by his middle name, Henry—Hank for short. But after he was fired, he started going by his first name again, Cecil, and legally changed his last name to Smith. I’m guessing this was a nod to Joseph Smith, the founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Hank was raised LDS, and his turn toward the weight loss sciences may even have been inspired by a verse in the Book of Mormon. (I’m speculating here.)

If so, that wasn’t his only inspiration—which brings me to the artwork pictured above, the portrait of an English baronet who claimed he took medicine to help him lose weight but it turned him into a murderous cannibal. A mere coincidence that a print of it hangs in Smith’s home at this very moment? And that he happened to donate what must have been a significant sum to help the museum acquire the original for their new cannibalism exhibit?

I’d venture a guess that Smith, inspired by the story of Sir Percival Blount, set out to create such a medicine himself. Maybe he even succeeded in tracking down the original formulation and used it as the basis for creating EmaC-8. If he did, then it’s likely he knew what horror he was unleashing on the world from the very start.

Now you know the truth. Whether you choose to believe it is up to you. Nevertheless, I think it’s time for me to take a step back from social media. Maybe forever. What my future holds, I can’t say, but if there’s any justice in this world, Monstera will be held to account for their crimes, and Cecil “Hank” Smith/Stauder will never hurt another fat person.

For fuck sake, haven’t we suffered enough?

#weightloss #biopharma #obexity #maneater #keepingitreal #thetrueme

January 3






CHAPTER 52

Within seconds of posting, the comments rolled in like assault rifle spray, pumping Emmett full of ridicule, incredulity, and outright hate. He had a text from Lizette: Your mom’s here.

Then, a moment later: What the fuck was that post???

He fled toward the main hall. He needed to get out of the museum—clear out his bank account and maybe grab a few things from home before heading south. He’d be safe over the border. But where would he stay? Would border control let him take Bella? Could he convince Lizette to move down there with him? What was he going to do about his mom? Jesus Christ, why did she have to be there today of all days?

His phone lit up with a call from Lizette. He declined it and began to text her, pausing at the crescendo of sirens. Visible through a mullioned window overlooking the courtyard, a pair of cop cars screeched to a halt in front of the building.

That was fast—too fast. Someone must have ratted him out. The volunteer who’d noticed him on the stairs.

Fuck.

As Emmett reached the mezzanine balustrade, armed officers flooded the hall below. They split up, searching in different directions—leaving the hall momentarily clear.

Acting on impulse, Emmett made a break for it, hurrying down the stairs and darting into the entrance vestibule. The exit was sealed, an officer standing guard. Their eyes connected.

“Hey!”

She bolted toward him.

Emmett turned and ran. Hanging back to guard the exit, the officer shouted out to her colleagues, “Got eyes on the perp. Ground floor, heading east!”

Emmett ducked right and sprinted toward a side exit. The push bar held firm—it was locked.

He doubled back, searching for another way out, or at least somewhere to hide. But he’d worked in the admin building next door. He didn’t know all the museum’s nooks and crannies.

He noticed the brownish-red tiled staircase that led up to California Tower and darted up it. After the second floor, the steps grew steep, narrow. A black metal security gate, also locked, blocked his passage.

A pair of maintenance workers were tromping down the steps toward him, maybe headed to lunch. Ry had mentioned something about the tower being closed for renovations.

Deep in conversation as they passed through the barrier, they barely noticed Emmett, on the landing below, slip through before the gate slammed shut behind him.





CHAPTER 53

California Tower comprised 125 steps split over seven flights, the first six of which each ended in a small square room of rough concrete walls, with historical photos set up on easels for the educational tour groups that usually ran daily. Emmett hadn’t yet reached the third floor when he heard the gate rattle below him, and an officer’s voice shouted, “There he is! We need a key, get someone with a key!”

Rushing past the carillon and an old map of Balboa Park, Emmett started up the next flight of stairs, picking up the pace at the sound of the security gate slamming open and footsteps thundering up after him.

The tolling of the carillon reverberated through him to the tune of the Westminster Quarters. As he maneuvered through the fourth floor, again finding nowhere to hide, the chimes marked the noon hour with twelve long tolls, each as dour as a death knell.

Dong!

More stairs. Emmett pushed on. He could feel his adrenaline fighting the depleting effects of the Obexity still saturating his bloodstream. His leg muscles flamed. His heart pummeled the walls of his chest.

Dong!

Air scraped through his lungs like shards of glass as he grasped the railing for stability. Gravity had strengthened its downward pull on his feet, not as if he was losing steam, but almost like his body was gaining mass.

Dong!

No—he was gaining mass. His stress had activated the drug. With a rush of horror he perceived the fattening of his arms and legs, the expanding flab of his stomach filling out the billowing sack of his hoodie.

Dong!

The officers’ footsteps crashed through the room below. Grinding his muscles into action, he forced his bloating body up the next flight of stairs, hoping the final landing would provide cover. Every stair climbed felt like a step backward in time, as he gained back the weight Obexity had sheared off. His body expanded in undulating waves as he dragged himself up, weight bearing down on his joints with a painful gnashing of cartilage and bone.

Dong!

The final landing was a tall room with a wrought-iron stair spiraling up toward a hole in the ceiling. There was only one place left to go.

He was practically crawling now, each step more torturous than the last. His feet throbbed. Lactic acid screamed through the muscles of his shaking legs. He was half-convinced it was coming, the heart attack he’d always known would kill him one day. Something cold and hard dug into his side: the railing, enveloped by the swelling mass of his love handle.

Dong!

At last he collapsed onto the public viewing deck, his fat washing forward like a crashing wave. He squinted up at the light flooding in on all sides.

A quartet of high, balconied arches offered views in every direction: the jagged shine of downtown to the south, the historic splendor of El Prado to the east; to the north, the verdant drama of Balboa Park and the zoo; to the west, Cabrillo Bridge pointing toward the Pacific.

It cast a spell of calm over Emmett as he stumbled toward the south balcony, barely noticing the caution tape strung across it, the broken railing in the process of being fortified. For a moment he forgot his aching feet, the pain pulsing through his joints. Even the sound of footsteps on the spiral stair. For a second there was only this moment, this place.

He’d lived in the city his whole life, and this was his first time seeing it like this. How much beauty had he missed out on to avoid humiliation? How much life had he not lived in devotion to the low ground, where he felt he belonged?

The final bell tolled. Dong!

“Hands up!” a voice shouted behind him.

Emmett turned. An officer pointed a gun from the stairs, panting. He was extremely thin, his flushed brown face sagging and waxy—an Obexity face if Emmett had ever seen one. This had to be Bautista, the officer who’d been conspiring with Saito. His face contorted in horror and confusion. “What the fuck?”

His colleagues followed behind him, equally dismayed; Emmett was still growing, his hoodie binding tightly against his bubbling torso, his thighs melding together like colliding blimps. “G-get down!” ordered Bautista. “Down on the ground!”

“Wait—”

Emmett’s voice was hoarse, altered by the enormous chin swallowing his neck. The heavy curtain of his belly spilled down over his crotch. The waistband popped and the zippered fly wrenched apart, causing his pants to sag down his thighs. A breeze blew stiff and cold against his crack.

“P-please—”

A sound cut through the chaos: footsteps, slowly ascending.

The officers looked around.

“Dr. Smith,” said Bautista, stepping back. He barked at the other officers as a man emerged onto the viewing deck: “Lower your weapons.”

Emmett recognized the newcomer at once. In his fifties now and more handsome than ever. Crow’s-feet etched by the rays of the sun. His once-blond beard speckled silver, like shells glimmering in sand.

He regarded Emmett with a smile. “Hey there, sport.”
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“Bautista, would you mind giving me a minute with my stepson before you take him?” Hank asked, his eyes still trained on Emmett. “We’ve got a bit of catching up to do.”

“Be careful,” Bautista said, tightening his grip on the gun. “He could be dangerous.”

“What’s going on?” murmured one of the other officers, clearly confused. Bautista shushed him.

Hank stepped forward, striking fear through Emmett like a bolt of frigid lightning.

Instinctively he stumbled back through an X of caution tape, bumping against the balcony railing with a creak of iron. Only partially bolted to the deck, it tilted back over the side of the tower with Emmett’s full weight against it. His head jerked around, apprehending the nearly two-hundred-foot drop. Lizette and Joanna stared up horror-stricken from the courtyard below.

The railing lurched threateningly beneath him as he continued to pile on weight. He struggled to push himself back to his feet.

“Lemme help you—”

“Get away from me!”

Hank lowered his outstretched hand. Emmett expected to find anger in his expression, at the very least cruelty.

Not sadness.

Not regret.

“I don’t blame you for being afraid of me, sport. Hating me. What I did—”

“You tortured me,” Emmett spat.

“You were killing yourself. Your mom too, feeding you to death. Would it have been kinder to do what she did: let you destroy your health, ruin any chance you might have at a happy life?”

“At least she tried. At least she loved me.” Emmett looked back to her, guilt squeezing his thumping heart. He wanted to run down and take her in his arms. Tell her it wasn’t her fault, or maybe, I forgive you. Even now, he wasn’t sure which.

The comingling of his anger and despair seemed to reawaken the Obexity in his veins; a hot prickle started in his stomach, a crackle like carbonation under his skin. His sides undulated outward, bursting through the seams of his hoodie.

“What you did—” Emmett rasped. “I was only a kid!”

“I wish I could take it back, sport. I hope you know that. What I did was unforgivable. My daddy… he was a tough man. He taught me that man’s physical body is a gift from God, and keeping it healthy is how you honor Him—a lesson he was willing to impart with his bare hands when I strayed too far from the Word of Wisdom. I hated him. Abandoned him and the Church once I turned eighteen, but there are some things a person can’t leave behind. Some lessons you can’t unlearn.”

Tears sparkled in Hank’s eyes, for once absent of any dramatic overtures. No getting down on his knees, no begging for another chance.

The railing lurched again, the last bolts holding it in place threatening to pop free. Seeing Emmett in imminent danger, Bautista holstered his gun. “I’m coming to help.” Another officer stepped forward to assist. Emmett allowed them, proffering his arm for them to pull.

It took both of them, leveraging all their weight against him, to haul him up to his feet.

He staggered, doubled over, and clutched the wall for support. The officers retreated behind Hank, arming themselves again.

“I’m glad we have a chance to do this, sport. I’ve been wanting to say all this for years. I tried reaching out, but…”

Emmett remembered the message from lacrosse_dad71.

Hope you can find it inside your heart to forgive me for everything that happened.

“You need to know I’m not the same person I was. After you and your mom left, everything changed. I changed. I know you think I left cancer research because no one would hire me. Yeah, I saw what you wrote on Instagram, and good thing I did or I wouldn’t have known to find you here. But that’s not why I changed fields. The truth was, I had a new calling.”

“Taking advantage of fat people?”

By now Emmett was twice the size he’d ever been naturally. His legs bulged with great, scaly, tumorlike sacs, splitting his pants down the sides.

“First I tried to teach you the right way to eat. Then I tried to shame you into it. You refused to learn, and I’m not gonna lie, it irked me. Why couldn’t you just make good choices? Why wouldn’t you just listen like I listened to my daddy? That day in the garage, I thought I taught you a lesson you’d never forget, but when I saw you a few months later—when you and your mom came by the house to pick up the last of your stuff—you were even bigger than before. After what I did to you, you still couldn’t stop eating.

“I thought, This can’t be greed. There’s got to be something more to this. I started to read up on obesity, how it changed the way your body converted energy. Low-calorie diets had altered your brain chemistry, made you obsess about food like you were starving. The processed foods your mother fed you had your satiety signals going haywire. Biologically, environmentally, you were set up to fail. For all my good intentions, I’d only been making it worse.

“I decided I needed to do something to help—not just you, but the whole country. Needed to find a solution that would allow people to shed fat fast. Not a diet—those don’t work, it turns out. A miracle solution. I set out to create Obexity.

“Allegiant University seemed to share my vision, so I moved to Orange County and started the Center for Obesity Research and Innovation. With Blount as my inspiration I followed new avenues of biological study, some never visited before and some older. Ancient remedies lost to time. But the dean would only let me take things so far. When the Institutional Review Board raised the alarm on my methodology, I left to start my own company.”

With yet another explosion of fat, the final seams of Emmett’s hoodie burst, reducing the garment to a sheet of cotton sliding down his body. Tears of humiliation stung his eyes; he clutched the fabric against his chest, stretching it across his pendulous breasts.

“It was useless until my former student Jenni Saito agreed to join me. I needed someone who not just understood the science, but had lived it. Her insights, informed by her own experiences, were just what I needed. Together, we discovered the perfect solution: EmaC-8. A formulation that, when combined with a modified genetic composition, sent the human metabolism into overdrive. Not even an appetite as massive as yours could keep up, as your success shows.”

“It’s no coincidence that I’m in the trial, is it,” Emmett said. What was it Saito had said? Dr. Smith’s taken a special interest in you. He hand-selected you to participate. “You targeted me with that promoted ad. You wanted me to come along to that information session.”

“Consider it an act of charity. If anyone was going to benefit from Obexity, you should be one of the first.”

“It made me a murderer!” Emmett shouted, his voice an open wound.

“And I don’t relish that. But maybe it’s worth it. More than three hundred thousand Americans die from obesity every year. Aren’t those lives worth just as much as the ones you took?”

Emmett bridled. Who was Hank to lecture him about the value of fat lives? By his own admission, he had no idea what it was to live one.

“You’re a monster,” Emmett said.

“Call me what you want. Obexity is the future. A hundred million fat Americans imprisoned in their bodies, and Jenni and I hold the key. Just as soon as we fix one small problem. She assures me we’re well on our way.”

“No.” The word flew from Emmett’s mouth like something ripped out of him, taking a pound of flesh with it.

Hank’s smile twitched into a sneer. “Come again, sport?”

“Fat isn’t a prison,” Emmett rasped. “It’s not—not something you can just walk away from. Maybe not for everyone”—Lizette, for example, who’d never let her size define or limit her—“but for some of us, fat is who we are.”

It was for Emmett. He understood that now: More than just the weight he carried on his body, it was the weight he carried in his mind. A scar scored into the tender flesh of his heart by a thousand daily hurts, both real and perceived. The part of his brain that never let him accept that he was thin even when the bones protruded through his skin, and that told him to clear his plate even when he wanted to throw up. Like his nationality, sexuality, and the color of his skin, fat was a crucial part of his identity, regardless of the number on the scale. Even on Obexity he couldn’t escape it, any more than he could escape his own soul.

“Don’t give up on yourself,” Hank said. “You can break free if you just put your mind to it. Take down the post. Write it off as a mental break, like the one that drove you to kill those people. We can get you back on Obexity once we’ve posted bail. Take the fall for the murders, and you can be one of us.”

Emmett shook his head as his bones creaked under his compounding heft. His legs quaked, threatening to snap underneath him; he hugged the wall for support.

“I don’t want to be like you,” he said, tears leaking from his eyes. His ballooning fat blasted through the final scraps of his clothing, leaving him naked but for a few shreds of fabric trapped between his folds.

“This,” he said, and raised his voice to a vengeful shout. A war cry. “This is the true me!”

He pushed off the wall and charged, shaking the viewing deck with each thunderous step.

The police unleashed a round of bullets: Pop! Pop-pop! They pierced his skin but couldn’t penetrate deeply enough to wound. He grabbed Hank and threw him aside like a toy, a Pokémon in a plastic ball. Hank, I choose you!

Hank rolled across the deck and hit the balcony railing.

He struggled to push himself up, blood dribbling from a gash in his forehead.

A bullet whizzed past Emmett’s head, blasting a hole in the wall.

He wheeled toward the shooting cops. His footfalls pounded the deck as he barreled at them. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM. The police scattered like lab rats. Glistening with blood, Emmett grabbed Bautista by the shirt and hurled him into another, sending them both tumbling down the spiral stairs. Turning, he seized an arm pointing a gun at him and snapped it in half like an oven-fresh baguette, savoring the crunch of bone almost as much as the screams.

Across the deck, Hank was clutching the balcony railing, dragging himself unsteadily to his feet. Emmett ran at him.

“NO!” he shouted as Hank attempted to dart under his arm.

Emmett twisted, snatching the back of his shirt. He had him—

Pop-pop-pop! Bautista, taking aim from the spiral stair, buried three bullets in Emmett’s chest.

He stumbled back, breathless. His heart pumped blood down his belly like a flow of crude oil before his heel struck the base of the railing.

Emmett still had Hank by the shirt as he pitched backward, realizing with a flash of horror that there was no floor left to catch him.

He twisted in midair and began to plummet. At some point he let Hank go—too soon or too late, he couldn’t be sure. All he knew was the feeling of free fall. Wind rushing past his ears. The momentary bliss of pure weightlessness.

The road rising up, as vast as the ocean, to welcome him home.

This time, no one would stop him from making a splash.
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They say the impact could be heard for miles, magnificent and earthshaking, sending shock waves through the park and the city and the country.

Online, some would joke it had resounded through the void of deep space.

Judging by the collected mass of the remains they scraped out of the courtyard, Emmett Truesdale was estimated to weigh between 750 and 800 pounds when he hit the ground, practically as wide as he was tall, more than ten pounds in body weight for every inch of height.

These details seemed to revolt and fascinate the public, far more than the circumstances by which he had found himself falling naked from a height with three bullets buried in his heart. It was understood that at that size, he was asking to die. The details were all but immaterial.

An eyewitness described the scene as “less of a splat, more of a detonation,” the way Emmett’s flesh exploded out from the point of impact in a perfect circle of gore. Bloody, chewy chunks of him everywhere: splattered against the windows of passing cars; the cheeks of babes, his mother, his best friend; the baroque carvings of the museum building and doors.

Soft and spongy.

Bruised.

Unyielding.

The “true him” laid bare for the whole world to see.




Investigative Report Prepared for Monstera BioSciences

BY PRENTICE & DARROW LLP

Excerpt from “Part 5: Conclusion” (pp. 116–18)

It has been the goal of this report to review, with objective detachment, the facts of the criminality and demise of participant no. 82941 to assess the liability of the involved parties: Who is at fault for the murders of five innocent and one potentially guilty American?

Was the participant an unrepentant killer who wrongly blamed the effects of EmaC-8 for his cannibalistic tendencies? Is Monstera BioSciences accountable, having knowingly subjected said participant to a dangerous mind-altering treatment that transformed him into a ravenous killer? Or should the blame be parceled out more broadly to the society that raised him: the policymakers, the tastemakers, the influencers; Hollywood media and the writers of cultural narratives; the clinicians; the corporate overlords of processed food and sugary drinks; the well-meaning adults and the plain mean children?

When it comes to the issue of fat in America, there are no easy answers. Fortunately, those questions fall wide of the scope of this inquiry.

A review of the relevant facts shows that participant no. 82941 was an obese, emotionally tortured, and, for most of his life, innocent man. Until shortly before his death, he blamed his ongoing weight struggles chiefly on the way he was parented and alleged mistreatment by his former stepfather, Cecil H. Smith né Stauder, PhD, whom the participant attempted to murder when he pulled him off the side of California Tower. The fall killed the participant on impact, but despite plummeting 198 feet, Dr. Smith survived by hitting a palm tree on the way down, slowing his descent and leaving him with only two broken ankles, fractured ribs, and a concussion.

Despite the participant’s self-assessment, it is a medical fact—independently corroborated by the participant’s own doctor, Gavin Halleck, MD—that his weight struggles in adulthood were well within his control, resulting from poor diet and lack of physical activity. Though he embarked on many weight loss programs, he did so without the necessary conviction and persistence, failing where others might have succeeded.

He failed again in his attempts to obtain medical and therapeutic assistance. For this he blamed lack of access and the medical establishment’s alleged hostility toward obese patients, a claim to which most reasonable Americans would object.

Nevertheless, if the testimony of the participant’s friends and family can be believed, Emmett Truesdale had good reason to feel hard done by. He suffered abuse at home, at school, and in the workplace. His BMI pushed him to the fringes of his gay community. Growing up in Southern California—a region known for its rigorous beauty standards—he felt ostracized and “other.”

He needed help and he deserved compassion—more than he received of either.

Though she declined to be interviewed for this report, the participant’s mother, Joanna Rossi, wrote in her self-published essay collection There’s Something Special About That Boy:


If I had to pick one thing that defines my failure as a mother, it’s not that Emmett didn’t know how much I loved and adored him. It’s that I allowed him to see those things as unique to me. He believed that, unless he was skinny, only a mother could love him like that. I think that’s why when he received unconditional love from others, he dismissed it. And when he received judgment and cruelty, he soaked it in like a sponge. I told him all the time how exceptional he was, how loved. But what can any of us do, in a society like ours, to make those words ring true?



The participant’s sister, Abigail Truesdale, also blamed herself while being interviewed by investigators:


I feel like this is all my fault somehow. Like if I hadn’t had anorexia, he wouldn’t have developed an eating disorder. Or if I hadn’t turned a blind eye when all the Hank stuff was going down, he’d have trusted me more as an adult, confided in me… Who knows if he even wanted help, though. His weight was one thing we never talked about, not until he got really thin. I didn’t want him thinking I cared how he looked. Because I didn’t. Emmett wasn’t fat to me, he was just my kid brother. And when he wasn’t being a little brat, he could be this really smart, funny, kind… [Sobbing.] Sorry… I just can’t help but think there was more I could’ve done.



In contrast, the participant’s friend and roommate, Lizette Castillo, refused to blame herself, telling interviewers:


Emmett got it wrong. He was always focused on the wrong kind of love. He was pissed at me for months that I wouldn’t tell him how amazing he looked. Felt betrayed, like if anyone should be bigging him up, I should. Aaron, and his fucking Truepers—he thought they were the only ones who really loved him. But approval from society, that’s not love. Love is your mama’s home cooking, and that kind of acceptance is like a gas station Icee. Makes you happy for a second, but pretty soon you’re gonna crash. I loved Emmett. Every fucking inch of him. I think deep down, he knew that. But in the end, he craved more.



It is perhaps worth remarking that the men in the participant’s life appear to have had no such revelations in the course of the investigation, with his father naming the participant’s mother as the largest contributor to his disordered eating, and his half brother, Christopher, asking, “Why didn’t he just hit the gym if he wanted to lose weight? I would’ve helped him if he asked.”

Thus, the question of culpability remains.

In an effort to assess whether Obexity turned a formerly peaceful man murderous, the investigators reviewed hundreds of pages of clinical trial data provided by Monstera BioSciences, documentation pertaining not just to the accused but also to his cohort and that of the previous phase of trials. The review proved inconclusive. Although dozens of participants reported side effects of increased aggression and forgetfulness, only one other, Tanya Swygert, was charged with a murder consistent with the participant’s crimes. It is possible other such examples exist but were not evidenced in the documentation. In any case, to say that everyone who took Obexity was in danger of turning into a man-eating lunatic is almost certainly false.

To explain the participant’s murder spree, a closer look was taken at his personal history and online writings. Accusations that Lou Truesdale murdered his firstborn’s mother show that the participant may have been genetically predisposed toward violence. However, the most damning evidence was the participant’s own admission, in a blog post dated June 20, 2018, that while being scolded for attempting to steal and eat cupcakes, he bit his stepfather and lapped up his blood with pleasure. He wrote, “I’d had my first taste and I liked it.”

The Legal Information Institute at Cornell School of Law defines cannibalism as “the consumption of another human’s body matter, whether consensual or not,” which would extend to the imbibement of blood. Therefore, this blog post proves that the participant willfully engaged in cannibalism as early as age nine. Furthermore, it draws an early correlation between the participant’s being criticized for his eating habits and the onset of the cannibalistic impulse, a trend consistent with his later crimes. His flagrant disregard for trial protocol, and his self-administration of black-market doses, which cannot be verified as genuine EmaC-8, were also taken into account.

The investigators furthermore noted the January 3 Instagram post (Appendix Y) in which the participant publicly accused Monstera BioSciences of cannibalism profiteering and Dr. Smith of being a child abuser. The post collected over twelve thousand likes and one thousand comments, which reaffirm the investigators’ doubt about the participant’s claims.


Comments

thefatandthefurious omg what is happening right now, this person is unhinged!!!

heatherette478 JUST CALLED THE POLICE! YOU ARE SICK! SEEK TREATMENT!!!!!

rita_mamacita I think I’m going to throw up [image: Emoji: Face vomiting.]

dogs_and_dumbells I knew there was something seriously wrong with this guy

jackattack7 You know your eating’s out of control when you’re chowing down on a dude named Marco

seismicwaste It’s the genetically modified coyotes for me [image: Emoji: Rolling on the floor laughing.] [image: Emoji: Rolling on the floor laughing.] [image: Emoji: Rolling on the floor laughing.]

tom_graves Oh no, my stepdad was a dick to me 20 years ago, guess I have to go murder some people. F**k off



Although these comments cannot be considered “evidence,” they nevertheless echo the cultural subtext vibrating underneath every page of this report: a growing suspicion of the self-pitying narratives popularized by television programs such as My 600-Lb. Life, which insult the superobese by justifying their debility as a product of psychological upset, a genre sometimes referred to as “trauma porn.” Mindful of these hurtful and flattening stereotypes, the investigators have elected not to consider the participant’s history of abuse, bullying, or other psychological trauma in any part of their assessment. The obese, they feel, do not deserve this.

Conducting countless interviews with leaders and researchers at Monstera BioSciences—not including Dr. Smith, who left the company following the participant’s allegations of abuse—the investigators found that like many Americans, the makers of Obexity have deep empathy for the struggles of the overweight and obese. According to them, it was out of this empathy, and nothing else, that the treatment was conceived.

Given this evidence, the investigators conclude that the fates of the deceased are owed not to any fault of Monstera BioSciences, but to the inherent depravity and mental fragility of the participant himself, who, under the stress of a clinically induced body transformation and a flagrant disregard for trial protocols, shed what little humanity he still possessed. Submitting to his cannibalistic tendencies in pursuit of revenge on the society he believed had wronged him, he turned himself into a monster.

In the eyes of the investigators, the only threat that persists beyond the participant’s death is the unearned notion of victimhood he espoused, which continues to proliferate throughout our country like the next pandemic.

At this point in time, the investigators confidently affirm that Obexity and EmaC-8 are of no more danger to the general public than any other weight loss product available on the market today.

END OF REPORT
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April 29, 2025

Jennifer Saito, PhD, Chief Science Officer

Monstera BioSciences

11093 Torreyana Rd.

San Diego, CA 92121

SUBJECT: Appeal of decision regarding Abbreviated New Drug Application #407073

Greetings Dr. Saito,

I write today in response to Monstera BioSciences’ Formal Dispute Resolution Request (FDRR) dated 4/10/2025, regarding ANDA #407073, which appeals CDER’s decision to decline FDA approval for the new drug ephaloma-copiramate (EmaC-8), market name Obexity™.

The Administration has reviewed your statement of appeal, including your response to concerns regarding the safety of EmaC-8 as a weight loss aid given nationally publicized incidents involving clinical trial participant Emmett Truesdale. The Administration also noted your concerns that my predecessor, former CDER director Don Levy, had ties to the National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance (NAAFA) that may have influenced CDER’s original decision.

In light of the evidence enclosed with your FDRR—specifically, the extensive report of findings from the liability inquiry lodged by Prentice & Darrow LLP—the Administration has elected to overturn its initial ruling and grant full approval of Obexity™ as a prescription drug for use in conjunction with the patented gene therapy procedure that the FDA Center for Biologics Research and Evaluation approved in 2021.

We are reassured by this evidence that Mr. Truesdale’s criminal behavior was not influenced in any way by EmaC-8. And though it was neither necessary nor material to our decision, we commend your company for establishing, in his name, a charitable endowment supporting the California Childhood Obesity Coalition, helping prevent the onset of the condition among the state’s most vulnerable youth. The U.S. government supports all efforts to eradicate this terrible sickness.

Congratulations on your approval, and thank you for all you do for Monstera BioSciences, which you know remains near and dear to my heart.

For the health and happiness of the country.

Your friend,

Cecil H. Smith, PhD

Director
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