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I  might’ve broken the offi  cial Guinness World Record for 

longest sulk in history. It started at 3:30 pm on Friday, as 

soon as I stepped off  the schoolbus on the corner by my 

 house in Short Hills, New Jersey. I dragged myself home and 

sank into the couch in what we called the den. The epic mope 

continued, unabated, until Sunday afternoon.

“Why don’t you call someone?” asked Judy, my mom.

She didn’t know that I had attempted to scrounge up plans.

“Hello, Mrs. Allen,” I said when I’d called. “It’s Valerie. Is 

Amy there?”

Muffl  ed sound of the mouthpiece being palmed. Then Amy’s 

mom came back on the line. “I’m sorry, she’s at her cousin’s in 

Connecticut for the weekend.”

“Hello, Mrs. Bernstein,” I tried next. “Is Brenda there?”

“One second,” she said. The white noise of being put on 

hold fi lled my ear. Then, crackle, she came back on the line 

and said, “Sorry, Brenda went to the movies with her dad.”

One

Hate Happens
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I could almost see Brenda standing next to her mother, 

nodding approvingly while they conspired to lie to me. In all 

fairness, Amy and Brenda  weren’t really my “friends” anyway 

(anymore). Once, we’d pricked our fi ngers with a pin and 

declared ourselves blood sisters. But that was forever ago, back 

in sixth grade. We  were in seventh grade now. Sixth- grade 

graduates from the fi ve elementary schools across Short Hills 

and Millburn Township converged at the bigger, tougher 

ju nior high. Old loyalties suddenly irrelevant, the friendship 

deck was reshuffl  ed. Amy and Brenda— skinny, cute, with shiny 

hair and clear skin— were among the queens of the new social 

strata.

I used to be cute. Then, the summer between sixth and 

seventh grade, my clear skin sprouted spots. My shiny hair 

frizzed. If I’d ever been slender, I was now plump. I saw the 

changes in the mirror, and hoped no one would notice. They 

did. Amy and Brenda, fearing contagion, took one look at me 

in September and froze me out. In the hallways, when I said 

hi, their eyes turned to glass. It was as if they’d never known 

me, like we hadn’t spent countless sleepovers at each other’s 

 houses, mingled fi nger blood, and fl ashed our incoming pubic 

hair.

While twisting in the precarious social state of “between 

cliques,” I hadn’t yet convinced a new crew of like- minded 

teen misanthropes to take me in. Calling Amy and Brenda that 

Sunday was an act of masochistic desperation. But the only 

thing worse than being snubbed by girls who hated me was 

hanging around at home.

My epic sulk tableau— girl fl ung on a couch, arm draped 
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over face to hide the sorrow— didn’t inspire Mom’s pathos. If 

she’d had her way, I’d be dropping and giving her twenty, or 

on the exercise bike, or chased up a tree by wild dogs, any-

thing that burned calories.

“What are Brenda and Amy doing today?” she asked, look-

ing down at me on the couch.

As far as she knew, my social standing was the same as last 

year, when I’d been pop u lar. I didn’t dare tell her that my 

perilous fall from grace had been like stepping off  the Empire 

State Building blindfolded. I’d have sooner appeared on the 

cover of Seventeen magazine than tell Mom how right she was, 

that being ten pounds overweight had made me lonely and 

miserable, just as she predicted. Mom had been sounding the 

alarm for a while already, putting me on diets, weighing me 

weekly, yelling when I stole into the pantry for junk food that 

my scrawny older sister and athletic younger brother could 

scarf at will.

Even in her bleakest visions, Mom  couldn’t have dreamed 

just how bad things  were for me at school. Not only had I been 

rendered invisible by my former friends, but a cabal of boys had 

chosen me as their favorite target of abuse. They circled me in 

the halls, knocked my books to the fl oor, snarled “beast” in 

my face. They oinked and mooed at my back. The bus trip to 

and from school? A hell  ride of ridicule during which one or 

two boys could rally thirty kids to chant “pig” at me in uni-

son. I swear sometimes the bus driver joined in. No wonder 

Amy and Brenda had dumped me. Associating with me would 

be a case of beast by association.

“I  can’t take another minute of you sulking on the couch,” 
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said Mom, her impatience escalating by the minute. “Do 

something! Go run around the block.” When Mom reached 

the apex of frustration and fl ew into a rage that would have 

her screaming and crying for hours, my dad, Howie, called her 

Judy Black. By Sunday afternoon, two full days into my mope, 

Mom had reached Judy Gray levels. And the storm clouds 

 were darkening.

“What’s this?” she asked, spotting the cellophane wrapper 

of a Twinkie I’d stashed under a couch pillow. Crinkling it in 

her hand, she said, “Is this what you’ve been doing all day? 

Sneaking food?”

For her information, I had been very busy, actually, attend-

ing to important matters. If only steamy fantasizing melted fat. 

In my mind, adorable Carlo had been slipping his hot pink 

tongue between my parted lips for hours. Carlo was a new kid 

at school, still an outsider. Despite his golden nimbus of curls, 

his long tan legs and dimples, he was, like me, in need of 

friends. Maybe he hadn’t sorted out yet that I was a total pa-

riah. Or, if he had, maybe he’d see beyond the Godzilla label 

and notice me, maybe like- like me, or even better, French kiss 

the bejeez out of me.

It was lust at fi rst sight— and a geo graph i cally con ve nient 

one at that. I’d seen the moving truck in front of the white 

 house at the end of my block in late August. Carlo appeared 

on the street on his ten- speed later, like Apollo on a sun char-

iot, riding to New Jersey to choose a mortal mate. Even though 

I’d barely spoken to him, I felt a rightful claim. Carlo lived so 

close. He’d practically been delivered to my doorstep. He was 

my reward, a taste of bliss to counterbalance the steady diet of 

humiliation I dealt with at school, and at home from Mom.
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With a heroic grunt, I got off  the couch. Mom asked, 

“Where are you going?”

“For a jog,” I announced. All the way to Carlo’s  house. 

Maybe he’d be hanging around outside. Maybe he’d wave at 

me. I’d stop to say hello, and we could have an actual conver-

sation. Maybe he’d invite me in for a Tab. Or what ever.

I changed into my tube socks with three bar stripes, navy 

gym shorts with white piping along the sides, a T-shirt from 

the Club Med in Guadalupe where my family had gone on 

vacation, and a pair of Pumas. In the late 1970s, America had 

fallen passionately in love with running. Alas, the innovators 

at Nike had not yet invented a sports bra. I was already stacked, 

so I could have used the support. Where Carlo was concerned, 

I thought my bust would be a boon. I imagined him ogling me 

as I ran toward him on the street, my feathered wings and boobs 

bouncing in sync, braces gleaming in the afternoon sun, his 

eyes popping, jaw dropping with dumb desire.

I hit the road, and was winded and gasping within half a 

block. But still, I pushed on. Dad, a Jim Fixx devotee, told me 

that running- related pain could be overcome. “It’s mind over 

matter,” he said. “If you focus, you can train yourself to ignore 

the pain, or pretend it isn’t there.”

Rounding the bend, I could see the post- and- rail fence 

that enclosed Carlo’s yard. I sensed him before I saw him. Just 

as I’d hoped, he was outside, sitting on the fence, his long legs 

dangling temptingly. But he  wasn’t alone. Two girls  were with 

him. Their three heads turned in my direction. Amy was on 

the fence to his right. Brenda sat on his left. Apparently, they 

 were not in Connecticut or at the movies, but together, at the 

 house of the beautiful boy who’d arrived via golden chariot to 
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my doorstep. A hitch in my bouncing breast, I realized with 

defeat that I hadn’t been the only girl at school to notice 

Carlo’s blond lanky dimpled adorableness.

They’d seen me. I  couldn’t turn back, run home, and hide. 

I had to keep moving forward. The adrenaline rush of seeing 

Carlo, and then the fl ood of cortisol— the fi ght- or- fl ight 

hormone— upon seeing Amy and Brenda, fi red my pace to 

double time. Since I  couldn’t get away fast enough, I needed 

the speed, which, granted, was a relative crawl.

Feeling their eyes on me, I clenched my stomach muscles 

and wished I could hold my boobs to keep them from fl op-

ping. Carlo cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled at 

me, “Keep running!” The peal of Amy and Brenda’s laughter 

rang in my ears— red hot with mortifi cation— far longer than 

I could actually hear it.

Huffi  ng and puffi  ng, I made a loop on the next block and 

ran straight home, up the stairs, and into my room. Mom was 

there, sitting on my bed, a pile of Hostess wrappers— some of 

them weeks old— on my blanket. I’d been outside for all of 

ten minutes. She must have come up to my room the second 

I left and begun her search. She’d found my detritus quickly. 

Not gifted (yet) at subterfuge, I’d merely crammed the wrap-

pers into the back corner of my desk drawer.

She was crying, in Judy Black mode. “Why are you doing 

this to me?” she asked, crinkling the wrappers. Mom believed 

my weight was her problem, and that my stealing food was 

a crime I perpetrated against her. The truth? It totally was. 

I was a spiteful little sprite, every bite was a fuck- you aimed 

at her. But I still didn’t want to get caught! That would mean 

a marathon session of accusations, ranting, raving, with Mom 
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asking, “Do you want to be fat and miserable your  whole 

life?”

Which was exactly what I got. All the while, I stood there 

in my shorts and tube socks staring at the daisy- shaped rug on 

the fl oor. When she fi nally left, I barricaded my bedroom door 

with a wicker armchair loaded down with stuff ed animals. 

The door had no lock, sadly. I was terrifi ed she’d barge back 

in (“. . . and another thing!”) to serve me a second helping. I 

could hear her crying downstairs in the kitchen. Dad was 

comforting her, assuring her that she was a good mother. He 

would have said anything— and often did— to get her to stop 

crying. Managing Mom’s erratic emotions was a big job. Dad 

quickly ran out of comforting words, none left over for me.

I sat at my desk and found my red corduroy journal in the 

top drawer, right next to where the wrappers had been wedged. 

Instead of rummaging for trash, Mom could have opened the 

journal. If she had, she’d have known exactly how much I ap-

preciated her eff orts to make me thinner/happier.

As an adolescent diarist, my anger was too raw and intense 

to own (in an Oprah sense), so I fi ltered the hate through an 

alter-ego character named Sal. She was the author of gloomy 

free- verse poetry and fi rst- person howls of throbbing black  

angst. Lately Sal had branched out into third- person narrative, 

curdling stories of revenge against the boys who teased her 

and the girls who laughed along. Sal was bloodthirsty and sav-

age. Nemeses  were decapitated, defenestrated, eaten by zom-

bies, vaporized by toilet bombs.

Just now, while sprinting home, I had plotted Sal’s revenge 

against Carlo. A massive sinkhole opened directly beneath his 

post- and- rail fence, swallowing him, along with poor, unlucky 
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Amy and Brenda (they picked the wrong day to lie about be-

ing in Connecticut and at the movies). In her togs, Sal jogged 

to the crumbling edge of the hole and peered down to see the 

three of them clinging to exposed tree roots, screaming and 

begging for help. Sal fed a rope down to them, yard after yard, 

still out of their reach, until— oops!—the end slipped through 

her fi ngers. She watched it shimmy into the pit of endless 

darkness, cupped her hands around her mouth, and hollered, 

“Sorry about that . . .  that . . .  that . . .  that . . .” The apology 

echoed and faded, just like Carlo, Amy, and Brenda’s futile 

cries for help.

Heh. The tale of vengeance had put wings on my Pumas 

for the loop home. But when I took out my journal to write it 

down, I was inspired to draw a self- portrait instead. I studied 

my refl ection in the mirror that hung on the wall in front of 

my desk and put ballpoint Bic to paper.

I drew a reasonable likeness, with the center- part hairstyle, 

oval face, braces, and spots. One eye was Picasso- esque, larger 

and lower than the other. My nose was just an open triangle. 

The lips tight and straight. I would not be winning any ju nior 

artist awards, for sure. But I managed to capture a striking 

blankness, a void of emotional expression. The fl at, intention-

ally two- dimensional quality represented my new ideal, a goal, 

the face I vowed to show the world from that day forward.

Mind over matter. I would train myself to ignore the pain 

and/or pretend it didn’t exist. That was, it seemed to me, the 

only way I could possibly lurch forward, take another single 

step. If, by force of will, I could somehow hide my hurt and 

anger from those who infl amed it, if I showed no weakness, I’d 

win. I’d best them all.
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Mom, and her constant criticism.

Dad, for not defending me and giving all his attention to 

Mom.

My sister, for being thin and perfect.

My brother, for being my mom’s obvious favorite.

The boys who tormented me.

The girls who rejected me.

None of them would ever know how deeply their words 

and actions cut. They’d never see me wince. I’d show nothing 

but blank ambiguity. My enemies would wonder, “Does she 

even care?” while I secretly wished them dead and dismem-

bered. Years before Lady Gaga was born, I designed a poker 

face— cockeyed and two- dimensional—that would be my 

shield, protecting and preserving my dignity, which was all I 

thought I had left.

I made that vow as an adolescent in an emotional crisis. 

Upholding it for de cades  wasn’t the brightest idea. But secret-

ing my anger and hate became habitual, natural. I was good at 

it, too, and prided myself on being, for the most part, unfl ap-

pable. That drawing was the foundation upon which I built 

my identity. I would be the girl, and then the woman, who 

played it cool.

I captioned the portrait, “Me, 12.”

During a recent bout of insomnia, I caught Woody Allen’s 

Manhattan on late-night cable and laughed at his classic 

line, “I  can’t express anger. That’s my problem. I internalize 

everything. I just grow a tumor instead.”

My psychic friend Mary T. Browne would probably say 
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that it was no coincidence I happened to turn on the TV that 

night, at that hour, to that channel, to catch that line. It was 

prescient, to say the least.

My dad, Howie, a retired nephrologist, got tough with me 

in mid- April of 2009, telling me that I’d put off  a colonoscopy 

for long enough. I was forty- four. He’d just had his every- 

fi ve- year probe, which had yielded a precancerous polyp. 

Since his mother, and my grandmother, Edith Frankel, suf-

fered four bouts of cancer in her life— including two colon 

cancers— Dad had been urging me for years to get my ass to a 

gastroenterologist. In a spring-cleaning fi t of appointment 

making, I scheduled the screening.

Let me just say, my colonoscopy was a joy from beginning 

to end (as it  were). The day before, I  couldn’t eat. In lieu of 

food, I had to down a gallon of “Nu- Litely,” a sodium- 

fl avored liquid best choked down with one hand holding the 

nose. This salty beverage made me “go,” a polite euphemism. 

(Ladies don’t like to type the words shit and storm.) The in-

structions  were to chug eight ounces of Nu- Litely every ten 

minutes for three hours, which had me going, and going, all 

night long.
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