
THE FOOD FARM
 
by Kit Reed

 
 
So here I am, warden-in-charge, fattening them up for our leader, Tommy
Fango; here I am laying on the banana pudding and the milkshakes and the
cream-and-brandy cocktails, going about like a technician, gauging their
effect on haunch and thigh when all the time it is I who love him, I who could
have pleased him eternally if only life had broken differently. But I am
scrawny now, I am swept like a leaf around comers, battered by the
slightest wind. My elbows rattle against my ribs and I have to spend half the
day in bed so a gram or two of what I eat will stay with me, for if I do not, the
fats and creams will vanish, burned up in my own insatiable furnace, and
what little flesh I have will melt away.

 
Cruel as it may sound, I know where to place the blame.
 
It was vanity, all vanity, and I hate them most for that. It was not my

vanity, for I have always been a simple soul; I reconciled myself early to
reinforced chairs and loose garments, to the spattering of remarks. Instead
of heeding them I plugged in, and I would have been happy to let it go at
that, going through life with my radio in my bodice, for while I never drew
cries of admiration, no one ever blanched and turned away.

 
But they were vain and in their vanity my frail father, my pale, scrawny

mother saw me not as an entity but a reflection on themselves. I flush with
shame to remember the excuses they made for me. “She takes after May’s
side of the family,” my father would say, denying any responsibility. “It’s
only baby fat,” my mother would say, jabbing her elbow into my soft flank.
“Nelly is big for her age.” Then she would jerk furiously, pulling my
voluminous smock down to cover my knees. That was when they still
consented to be seen with me. In that period they would stuff me with pies
and roasts before we went anywhere, filling me up so I would not gorge
myself in public. Even so I had to take thirds, fourths, fifths and so I was a
humiliation to them.

 
In time I was too much for them and they stopped taking me out; they

made no more attempts to explain. Instead they tried to. think of ways to
make me look better; the doctors tried the fool’s poor battery of pills; they
tried to make me join a club. For a while my mother and I did exercises; we
would sit on the floor, she in a black leotard, I in my smock. Then she would



do the brisk one-two, one-two and I would make a few passes at my toes.
But I had to listen, I had to plug in, and after I was plugged in naturally I had
to find something to eat; Tommy might sing and I always ate when Tommy
sang, and so I would leave her there on the floor, still going one-two,
one-two. For a while after that they tried locking up the food. Then they
began to cut into my meals.

 
That was the crudest time. They would refuse me bread, they would

plead and cry, plying me with lettuce and telling me it was all for my own
good. My own good. Couldn’t they hear my vitals crying out? I fought, I
screamed, and when that failed I suffered in silent obedience until finally
hunger drove me into the streets. I would lie in bed, made brave by the
Monets and Barry Arkin and the Philadons coming in over the radio, and
Tommy (there was never enough; I heard him a hundred times a day and it
was never enough; how bitter that seems now!). I would hear them and then
when my parents were asleep I would unplug and go out into the
neighborhood. The first few nights I begged, throwing myself on the mercy
of passers-by and then plunging into the bakery, bringing home everything I
didn’t eat right there in the shop. I got money quickly enough; I didn’t even
have to ask. Perhaps it was my bulk, perhaps it was my desperate
subverbal cry of hunger; I found I had only to approach and the money was
mine. As soon as they saw me, people would whirl and bolt, hurling a purse
or wallet into my path as if to slow me in my pursuit; they would be gone
before I could even express my thanks. Once I was shot at. Once a stone
lodged itself in my flesh.

 
At home my parents continued with their tears and pleas. They

persisted with their skim milk and their chops, ignorant of the life I lived by
night In the daytime I was complaisant, dozing between snacks, feeding on
the sounds which played in my ear, coming from the radio concealed in my
dress. Then, when night fell, I unplugged; it gave a certain edge to things,
knowing I would not plug in again until I was ready to eat. Some nights this
only meant going to one of the caches in my room, bringing forth bottles
and cartons and cans. On other nights I had to go into the streets, finding
money where I could. Then I would lay in a new supply of cakes and rolls
and baloney from the delicatessen and several cans of ready-made
frosting and perhaps a flitch of bacon or some ham; I would toss in a
basket of oranges to ward off scurvy and a carton of candy bars for quick
energy. Once I had enough I would go back to my room, concealing food
here and there, rearranging my nest of pillows and comforters. I would
open the first pie or the first half-gallon of ice cream and then, as I began, I
would plug in.

 
You had to plug in; everybody that mattered was plugged in. It was



our bond, our solace and our power, and it wasn’t a matter of being
distracted, or occupying time. The sound was what mattered, that and the
fact that fat or thin, asleep or awake, you were important when you plugged
in, and you knew that through fire and flood and adversity, through
contumely and hard times there was this single bond, this common
heritage; strong or weak, eternally gifted or wretched and ill-loved, we were
all plugged in.

 
Tommy, beautiful Tommy Fango, the others paled to nothing next to

him. Everybody heard him in those days; they played him two or three times
an hour but you never knew when it would be so you were plugged in and
listening, hard every living moment; you ate, you slept, you drew breath for
the moment when they would put on one of Tommy’s records, you waited
for his voice to fill the room. Cold cuts and cupcakes and game hens came
and went during that period in my life, but one thing was constant; I always
had a cream pie thawing and when they played the first bars of “When a
Widow” and Tommy’s voice first flexed and uncurled, I was ready, I would
eat the cream pie during Tommy’s midnight show. The whole world waited
in those days; we waited through endless sunlight, through nights of
drumbeats and monotony, we all waited for Tommy Fango’s records, and
we waited for that whole unbroken hour of Tommy, his midnight show. He
came on live at midnight in those days; he sang, broadcasting from the
Hotel Riverside, and that was beautiful, but more important, he talked, and
while he was talking he made everything all right. Nobody was lonely when
Tommy talked; he brought us all together on that midnight show, he talked
and made us powerful, he talked and finally he sang. You have to imagine
what it was like, me in the night, Tommy, the pie. In a while I would go to a
place where I had to live on Tommy and only Tommy, to a time when
hearing Tommy would bring back the pie, all the poor lost pies...

 
Tommy’s records, his show, the pie . . . that was perhaps the happiest

period of my life. I would sit and listen and I would eat and eat and eat. So
great was my bliss that ii became torture to put away the food at daybreak; it
grew harder and harder for me to hide the cartons and the cans and the
bottles, all the residue of my happiness. Perhaps a bit of bacon fell into the
register; perhaps an egg rolled under the bed and began to smell. All right,
perhaps I did become careless, continuing my revels into the morning, or I
may have been thoughtless enough to leave a jelly roll unfinished on the
rug. I became aware that they were watching, lurking just outside my door,
plotting as I ate. In time they broke in on me, weeping and pleading,
lamenting over every ice cream carton and crumb of pie; then they
threatened. Finally they restored the food they had taken from me in the
daytime, thinking to curtail my eating at night. Folly. By that time I needed it
all, I shut myself in with it and would not listen. I ignored their cries of hurt



pride, their outpourings of wounded vanity, their puny little threats. Even if I
had listened, I could not have forestalled what happened next

 
I was so happy that last day. There was a Smithfleld ham, mine, and I

remember a jar of cherry preserves, mine, and I remember bacon, pale
and white on Italian bread. I remember sounds downstairs and before I
could take warning, an assault, a company of uniformed attendants, the
sting of a hypodermic gun. Then the ten of them closed in and grappled me
into a sling, or net, and heaving and straining, they bore me down the stairs.
I’ll never forgive you, I cried, as they bundled me into the ambulance. I’ll
never forgive you, I bellowed as my mother in a last betrayal took away my
radio, and I cried out one last time as my father removed a hambone from
my breast: I’ll never forgive you. And I never have.

 
It is painful to describe what happened next. I remember three days

of horror and agony, of being too weak, finally, to cry out or claw the walls.
Then at last I was quiet and they moved me into a sunny, pastel,
chintz-bedizened room. I remember that there were flowers on the dresser
and someone watching me.

 
“What are you in for?” she said.
 
I could barely speak for weakness. “Despair.”
 
“Hell with that,” she said, chewing. “You’re in for food.”
 
“What are you eating?” I tried to raise my head.
 
“Chewing. Inside of the mouth. It helps.”
 
“I’m going to die.”
 
“Everybody thinks that at first. I did.” She tilted her head in an attitude

of grace. “You know, this is a very exclusive school.”
 
Her name was Ramona and as I wept silently, she filled me in. This

was a last resort for the few who could afford to send their children here.
They prettied it up with a schedule of therapy, exercise, massage; we
would wear dainty pink smocks and talk of art and theater; from time to time
we would attend classes in elocution and hygiene. Our parents would say
with pride that we were away at Faircrest, an elegant finishing school; we
knew better— it was a prison and we were being starved.

 
“It’s a world I never made,” said Ramona, and I knew that her parents



were to blame, even as mine were. Her mother liked to take the children
into hotels and casinos, wearing her thin daughters like a garland of jewels.
Her father followed the sun on his private yacht, with the pennants flying and
his children on the fantail, lithe and tanned. He would pat his flat, tanned
belly and look at Ramona in disgust. When it was no longer possible to hide
her, he gave in to blind pride. One night they came in a launch and took her
away. She had been here six months now, and had lost almost a hundred
pounds. She must have been monumental in her prime; she was still huge.

 
“We live from day to day,” she said. “But you don’t know the worst.”
 
“My radio,” I said in a spasm of fear. “They took away my radio.”
 
“There is a reason,” she said. “They call it therapy.”
 
I was mumbling in my throat, in a minute I would scream.
 
“Wah.” With ceremony, she pushed aside a picture and touched a

tiny switch and then, like sweet balm for my panic, Tommy’s voice flowed
into the room.

 
When I was quiet she said, “You only hear him once a day.”
 
“No.”
 
“But you can hear him any time you want to. You hear him when you

need him most.”
 
But we were missing the first few bars and so we shut up and

listened, and after “When a Widow” was over we sat quietly for a moment,
her resigned, me weeping, and then Ramona threw another switch and the
Sound filtered into the room, and it was almost like being plugged in.

 
“Try not to think about it.”
 
“I’ll die.”
 
“If you think about it you will die. You have to learn to use it instead. In

a minute they will, come with lunch,” Ramona said and as The Screamers
sang sweet background, she went on in a monotone: “A chop. One lousy
chop with a piece of lettuce and maybe some gluten bread. I pretend it’s a
leg of lamb, that works if you eat very, very slowly and think about Tommy
the whole time; then if you look at your picture of Tommy you can turn the
lettuce into anything you want, Caesar salad or a whole smorgasbord, and if



you say his name over and over you can pretend a whole bombe or torte if
you want to and. . .”

 
“I’m going to pretend a ham and kidney pie and a watermelon filled

with chopped fruits and Tommy and I are in the Rainbow Room and we’re
going to finish up with Fudge Royale ...” I almost drowned in my own saliva;
in the background I could almost hear Tommy and I could hear Ramona
saying, “Capon, Tommy would like capon, canard a. I’orange, Napoleons,
tomorrow we will save Tommy for lunch and listen while we eat . . .” and I
thought about that, I thought about listening and imagining whole cream
pies and I went on, “. . . lemon pie, rice pudding, a whole Edam cheese. . . I
think I’m going to live.”

 
The matron came in the next morning at breakfast, and stood as she

would every day, tapping red fingernails on one svelte hip, looking on in
revulsion as we fell on the glass of orange juice and the hard-boiled egg. I
was too weak to control myself; I heard a shrill sniveling sound and realized
only from her expression that it was my own voice: “Please, just some
bread, a stick of butter, anything, I could lick the dishes if you’d let me, only
please don’t leave me like this, please. . .” I can still see her sneer as she
turned her back.

 
I felt Ramona’s loyal hand on my shoulder. “There’s always

toothpaste but don’t use too much at once or they’ll come and take it away
from you.”

 
I was too weak to rise and so she brought it and we shared the tube

and talked about all the banquets we had ever known, and when we got
tired of that we talked about Tommy, and when that failed, Ramona went to
the switch and we heard “When a Widow,” and that helped for a while, and
then we decided that tomorrow we would put off “When a Widow” until
bedtime because then we would have something to look forward to all day.
Then lunch came and we both wept.

 
It was not just hunger: after a while the stomach begins to devour

itself and the few grams you toss it at mealtimes assuage it so that in time
the appetite itself begins to fail. After hunger comes depression. I lay there,
still too weak to get about, and in my misery I realized that they could bring
me roast pork and watermelon and Boston cream pie without ceasing; they
could gratify all my dreams and I would only weep helplessly, because I no
longer had the strength to eat. Even then, when I thought I had reached
rock bottom, I had not comprehended the worst. I noticed it first in Ramona.
Watching her at the mirror, I said, in fear: “You’re thinner.”

 



She turned with tears in her eyes. “Nelly, I’m not the only one.”
 
I looked around at my own arms and saw that she was right: there was

one less fold of flesh above the elbow; there was one less wrinkle at the
wrist. I turned my face to the wall and all Ramona’s talk of food and Tommy
did not comfort me. In desperation she turned on Tommy’s voice, but as he
sang I lay back and contemplated the melting of my own flesh.

 
“If we stole a radio we could hear him again,” Ramona said, trying to

soothe me. “We could hear him when he sings tonight.”
 
Tommy came to Faircrest on a visit two days later, for reasons that I

could not then understand. All the other girls lumbered into the assembly
hall to see him, thousands of pounds of agitated flesh. It was that morning
that I discovered I could walk again, and I was on my feet, struggling into
the pink tent in a fury to get to Tommy, when the matron intercepted me.

 
“Not you, Nelly.”
 
“I have to get to Tommy. I have to hear him sing.”
 
“Next time, maybe.” With a look of naked cruelty she added, “You’re a

disgrace. You’re still too gross.”
 
I lunged, but it was too late; she had already shot the bolt. And so I

sat in the midst of my diminishing body, suffering while every other girl in
the place listened to him sing. I knew then that I had to act; I would regain
myself somehow, I would find food and regain my flesh and then I would go
to Tommy. I would use force if I had to, but I would hear him sing. I raged
through the room all that morning, hearing the shrieks of five hundred girls,
the thunder of their feet, but even when I pressed myself against the wall I
could not hear Tommy’s voice.

 
Yet Ramona, when she came back to the room, said the most

interesting thing. It was some time before she could speak at all, but in her
generosity she played “When a Widow” while she regained herself, and
then she spoke:

 
“He came for something, Nelly. He came for something he didn’t

find.”
 
“Tell about what he was wearing. Tell what his throat did when he

sang.”
 



“He looked at all the before pictures, Nelly. The matron was trying to
make him look at the afters but he kept looking at the befores and shaking
his head and then he found one and put it in his pocket and if he hadn’t
found it, he wasn’t going to sing.”

 
I could feel my spine stiffen. “Ramona, you’ve got to help me. I must

go to him.”
 
That night we staged a daring break. We clubbed the attendant when

he brought dinner, and once we had him under the bed we ate all the chops
and gluten bread on his cart and then we went down the corridor, lifting
bolts, and when we were a hundred strong we locked the matron in her
office and raided the dining hall, howling and eating everything we could
find. I ate that night, how I ate, but even as I ate I was aware of a fatal
lightness in my bones, a failure in capacity, and so they found me in the
frozen food locker, weeping over a chain of link sausage, inconsolable
because I understood that they had spoiled it for me, they with their chops
and their gluten bread; I could never eat as I once had, I would never be
myself again.

 
In my fury I went after the matron with a ham hock, and when I had

them all at bay I took a loin of pork for sustenance and I broke out of that
place. I had to get to Tommy before I got any thinner; I had to try. Outside
the gate I stopped a car and hit the driver with the loin of pork and then I
drove to the Hotel Riverside, where Tommy always stayed. I made my way
up the fire stairs on little cat feet and when the valet went to his suite with
one of his velveteen suits I followed, quick as a tigress, and the next
moment I was inside. When all was quiet I tiptoed to his door and stepped
inside.

 
He was magnificent. He stood at the window, gaunt and beautiful; bis

blond hair fell to his waist and his shoulders shriveled under a heartbreaking
double-breasted pea-green velvet suit. He did not see me at first; I drank in
his image and then, delicately, cleared my throat. In the second that he
turned and saw me, everything seemed possible.

 
“It’s you.” His voice throbbed.
 
“I had to come.”
 
Our eyes fused and in that moment I believed that we two could

meet, burning as a single, lambent flame, but in the next second his face
had crumpled in disappointment; he brought a picture from his pocket, a
fingered, cracked photograph, and he looked from it to me and back at



the photograph, saying, “My darling, you’ve fallen off.”
 
”Maybe it’s not too late,” I cried, but we both knew I would fail.
 
And fail I did, even though I ate for days, for five desperate, heroic

weeks; I threw pies into the breach, fresh hams and whole sides of beef,
but those sad days at the food farm, the starvation and the drugs have so
upset my chemistry that it cannot be restored; no matter what I eat I fall off
and I continue to fall off; my body is a halfway house for foods I can no
longer assimilate. Tommy watches, and because he knows he almost had
me, huge and round and beautiful, Tommy mourns. He eats less and less
now. He eats like a bird and lately he has refused to sing; strangely, his
records have begun to disappear.

 
And so a whole nation waits.
 
“I almost had her,” he says, when they beg him to resume his

midnight shows; he will not sing, he won’t talk, but his hands describe the
mountain of woman he has longed for all his life.

 
And so I have lost Tommy, and he has lost me, but I am doing my

best to make it up to him. I own Faircrest now, and in the place where
Ramona and I once suffered I use my skills on the girls Tommy wants me
to cultivate. I can put twenty pounds on a girl in a couple of weeks and I
don’t mean bloat, I mean solid fat. Ramona and I feed them up and once a
week we weigh and I poke the upper arm with a special stick and I will not
be satisfied until the stick goes in and does not rebound because all
resiliency is gone. Each week I bring out my best and Tommy shakes his
head in misery because the best is not yet good enough, none of them are
what I once was. But one day the time and the girl will be right—would that it
were me—the time and the girl will be right and Tommy will sing again. In
the meantime, the whole world waits; in the meantime, in a private wing well
away from the others, I keep my special cases; the matron, who grows
fatter as I watch her. And Mom. And Dad.
 


