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Starving for Recognition
I saw it in the magazines first: movie stars with their worth carved out in how many ribs bulged from how much visible spine. On TV, there were wrist bones, or there were scenes not worth watching. What I’m looking at as I hold the skeletal Apple remote are my “working” fingers and my own arms that I size up. Either that, or I make a loop with my thumb and middle finger and strangle my forearms until my body rebels; the veins and the muscle, the fat having its way with me. 
My brother joins me in the living room and asks, “Why are we watching this show?” It is a deviation from our normal shared interests. I could tell him that I’ve found my own hobby, but when I look at him in his 14-year-old rail of a body, all I see is the form I covet, and I’m overcome by jealousy.
“It’s nothing,” I say, “you don’t have to watch.”
“No,” he says, “it’s cool. I’ll watch with you.”
I want to tell him that he doesn’t know the plot or the characters, or understand the drama, but he’s brought something far more stimulating into the room: a box of Ding Dongs. 
One of the emaciated characters on TV said the word “Ding Dongs.” She meant the food, “Ding Dongs,” but really, the writers meant, this chick is carefree enough to eat Ding Dongs. The person saying the word had an exposed shoulder whose bones you could name, “This is the female cadaver. Toothpick, Q-tip, and pencil ink.” 
Opening its mouth with lipstick and a blowout, the skeleton says, “I hate Ding Dongs,” and I initially have no idea what she is referencing. I am immersed in backstory and flirting, and the fact that someone is trying to cover up anorexia with a one-liner about Ding Dongs is lost on me. Only later will I realize that knowing words like Ding Dongs and Twinkies keeps people from worrying about me. When I say, “I hate Ding Dongs,” it sounds like I have a relationship with them.
On the couch next to mine is a box of an exotic concept. I didn’t know Ding Dongs. They were never in our house when we were growing up. It’s not that we didn’t eat junk food; we always had a tin of Oreos, and ice cream in the freezer, but the nutritional value of a Ding Dong is zero. My brother has them because his body isn’t holding weight; they are a “boy food,” a food for emaciated bodies. 
He nestles the box into the crook of his arm like I nestle into a big sweatshirt, like I nestle sauce onto a single serving. 
He opens and eats one Ding Dong. He puts the wrapper back in the box.
 He opens and eats another Ding Dong. He puts the wrapper back in the box. 
“Who is that?” he asks about someone on TV, his nestling arm he has thrown behind his head.
I haven’t a clue how to answer. There was a time when I split my attention. My attention is single-track these days.
He opens and eats another Ding Dong, and into the box the wrapper goes. 
I cannot wait for him to finish the box, for the whole box to be gone, and for him to get another. 
No one else in our nuclear family could do this, sit down to a box of Ding Dongs calmly. Our parents eat Organic, healthy, or nothing at all; but here is the prodigal son and his trophy for it.
He is slow and methodical, rhythmic almost, the way the cool chick eats. Calm.  And then he is going to eat more. He is going to feast in a body made of tinker toys, and then he is going to sit in it. All that food in his body, he is going to let it sit there. He is the goddess Aphrodite; Athena being made by brushstroke. He is the lady lavishing herself on the bounty of the kingdom, licking her fingers, and feeling herself magnificent. 
I watch him. 
Empty boxes move from the nook of his arm to the coffee table in shambles. They are barren except for their ruined plastics and half-smushed frames, crumbling inside: a kingdom conquered. 
On the TV, another girl without breasts or hips slithers by. She speaks words that make me think her brain is fed and her mind is full of ideas. She probably had ideas. She may have thought her wardrobe was too tight or her character was a cliché. Maybe she knew how much power she has, that her hips and her thighs and her body can build or break a man’s day. Maybe she heard the word, slut, or whore or “hussy, you need to cover up. Your brilliance is getting in the way.”
Maybe she started apologizing. I’m sorry, ew, gross, you’re right. My body does not define my worth. My body is no part of me. My body is nothing. My worth is otherwise, and she tried to detach from her home. 
I wonder if the men around her are glad that she’s tiny and insignificant? The plot has become: what is he doing for her? Her work is giving him that role.
But it’s just me watching TV and wondering. 
And while I’m sitting here, feasting on my brother’s body that’s feasting on Ding Dong’s, my body is feasting on nothing. 
I say to my brother, “Are you going to clean that up?” referencing his boxes.
He turns his head to look at me, or to look at how I’m saying the words, or what I’m saying– we come from a home of “work parties” and “chore time”– and says, “yeah? When I’m finished.”
From where I sit, he is finished. He is no longer eating. He is lying there, contentedly, with a hand on his indented stomach and the other holding his head so he can see better. 
There are lots of things I want to call this position: “The Mock,” “The Calm,” and “The Gamble,” because however long he can hold this makes however long I’m in the bathroom after a cookie feel disproportionate. 
“Don’t you have stuff to do?” I ask.
My brother looks at me again.
“Like homework?” Like time spent away from me.
“No,” he says.
I get up. The timer has gone off, and it’s all been too long. Activities are bracketed now. 
“Will you take that?” he asks of his trash city.
“You have got to be kidding,” I say.
At school, they ask for participation, and friends ask what we’re doing on weekends. 
I have become my own production management. I owe my friends and my teachers eight hours a day, five days a week. If we have a common interest, and that interest is having an event, a friend may be entitled to that time as well. Otherwise, I am making a character. She came with a body: soft skin, fast-twitch muscles, a funny way of running, a strong sense of humor found in the middle of her brain, and fat to keep things functioning. My job is to take that body apart. I am exchanging bones for osteopenia. I am trading muscles once used for playing and having fun for fat storage because my body is confused. I am scooping out my brain because my body has nothing else to eat. I am going for another run, and I am going to look just like the perfect woman on TV. I am in total control of my free time, and no one else can have any; they’ve become a liability.  
I’m sitting in the cafeteria of my high school in the middle of an eight-hour long Tuesday. I’m talking with friends, but it’s easier to play with my food and make sure that they know that I’m eating and remind myself that I don’t have to. 
“Don’t you remember that Jenna’s going to be in town this weekend?” says Cora, after I say that I’m busy.
I can’t remember if I’m supposed to know this. I know this is a common interest. I cried when Jenna moved across the country. How busy did I just say I was?
“Maeve, you have to cancel your plans,” says Annie.
“Wasn’t she going to stay with you?” asks Cora.
“Were those your plans?” laughs Bri.
I have walked here from my science classroom. In science, we had to stand up and fill in a worksheet. I have already filled in a worksheet and walked here. I drove my car to school this morning. I parked, and I got out, and I had the right textbooks. I locked the car. I can tell you where I’m parked right now. 
I cannot have Jenna living with me. 
“What time does she fly in again?” asks Annie.
“Her flight lands at 2:16. I was going to pick her up after school. Maeve, do you want to come with me?” says Cora.
“No,” I don’t want to come with anybody.
“So, I’m just going to drop her off at your house?” 
If I’d looked up, I would have seen a look pass around the table. 
“What time?” I ask.
There, the look would have gone again.
“Like four? I’m not going to leave school early, and she probably has bags at baggage claim.”
Baggage claim? “How long is she staying?” I ask.
“Well, she’s staying at your house this weekend, and then we thought she could move around for sleepovers at the rest of our houses during the week,” says Annie. “And then we’re all going up on the roof of Beacon on Friday before she flies home.”
Beacon, our old Middle School. We’re going to climb back onto Beacon, like we did as kids on Friday because that’s so much fun. 
Before I can stop myself, it’s out of my mouth, “I don’t want to do that.”
“Do what?”
“Beacon.”
“Why don’t you want to climb Beacon?”
“It’s too much energy,” I say. Then I get up. “Sorry, guys. Sorry. I’ve got to go. Just drop Jenna at my place. I’ll try to make Beacon.”
I leave school early to go to the gym just in case Jenna arrives early.
I call Cora at five.
“Jenna’s not here.”
“Maeve, it’s Tuesday. Are you okay?”
I want to tell her I’m the best I’ve ever been, what my elbow and shoulder blades feel like, but I don’t want her to turn on me. 
“Yeah, fine. Got to go.”
Jenna is a body with arms, legs, and a torso. She takes up the space of an entire human. Her suitcase throws up onto my floor, and her living, breathing movements come into my home. Disgusting.
“What do you want to do today?” she asks.
Today I was going to go for a run. I was going to go running, then shower, and watch TV. When I got hungry, I was going to make myself a pack of peas and pine nuts. I want to run, watch TV, and eat peas and pine nuts. I want to drink ten packs of Crystal Light, one after another. And then I want to go to sleep. 
In this house, we cater to tiny bodies, and this routine will be applauded. When I ask for less food at dinner, my father will scoop his home cooking off my plate and my mother will ask if I want water instead of my usual, skim milk. They will skip their glass of wine each.
“What do you want to do? You’re the guest.” Even though you could be anywhere else right now.
“What would you be doing?”
“Running.”
“Okay,” she shrugs, “let’s go.”
In her regular body, with her normal limbs, Jenna runs with me. 
She doesn’t say, “Wow, how can you run like that? Look at your popsicle sticks.” She just runs and then asks what’s next. 
What’s next is baking cookies to show her exactly what her interference has done. 
The cabinet full of chocolate chips and brown sugar opens its arms wide, giggles as I tickle its belly. 
“Have some,” it says. 
“Just a taste,” I say, “I never eat this kind of stuff.”
“Oh, girl.”
I dig into its belly, sticky and decadent. 
“Lick me,” it says, “aren’t I delicious? Have another bite.”
Anything Jenna does soars right past me. I told you all, she wasn’t supposed to come. She programs the stove, and I make love to the bowl.
And then I realize what I’ve done, what a horrid, stupid, irresponsible, disgusting girl I am.
“I’m feeling so sick,” I say.
And Jenna says, “I bet you are.”
I go to throw up in my bathroom and hear Jenna come to join me.
She’s out there listening, her body thick against my secret.
“Oh, just felt yucky for a second,” I say, wiping toilet and self with toilet paper.
In sympathy, she says, “You ate so much batter.”
In hate, I leave the room.
Her suitcase is lying across my floor, her body is on my bed, her food is in my kitchen, and there goes my brother with Ding Dongs.
“Hey,” says Jenna, to my brother, “I haven’t seen you in years.” Like they are friends, like they know each other, like they can go sit next to each other on the couch and share Ding Dongs. 
My brother turns on the TV, and Jenna sits down.
Questions like “who are you,” “how are you,” “do you remember–” and “how old were you when?” accompany the old usual on the screen. 
I watch them for a moment, my brother holding up a Ding Dong and Jenna taking it to stuff her regular body. 
When she offers me one, I look at her pointedly and tell her, “I hate Ding Dongs.”
Jenna turns back around, an eyebrow raised, without understanding me. It’s fine that she doesn’t get it. I’ll be gone for a run in the morning, and by tomorrow, I’ll be back watching TV.




