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        Diet Diary: April 2001; Fell in love with the barista in the nearby Starbucks. Ate 100 tonnes of cabbage, drank gallons of tap water. I Never. Left. The. Bathroom. Lost 3 days, gained 4 pounds. The barista left Starbucks and I never saw him again.

        

      

      ‘You’re VERY fat,’ he said.

      I didn’t know where to put myself.

      Having worked hard all day at Caprioni’s Cafe serving up delicious ice creams with orgasmic toppings to happy customers, one of my final requests of the day was from a cute little boy with green eyes and a lisp. He can’t have been more than five years old, and as he licked his lips and lisped his way through an order of strawberry ice cream with raspberry sauce, he’d decided to supersize his order with an unsolicited comment regarding my size: You’re VERY fat.

      Not just fat, but VERY fat, with the emphasis on VERY. He was a little boy, he wasn’t passing a judgement, or being mean, he was merely making an accurate observation about the lady behind the counter. It was just unfortunate that lady happened to be me, and the words had continued on a loop in my head ever since.

      It had taken me by surprise, and I was hoping I may have misheard, though there was nothing I could come up with that might have been mistaken for fat. I tried, oh God I tried, desperately convincing myself he may have just said you’re VERY ‘bat’ or VERY ‘hat’ but I was kidding myself. I just wished he hadn’t said it so audibly, and the cafe hadn’t been so quiet at the particular bloody millisecond he said the ‘F’ word. In fact, for me it would have been less of an issue if he’d said the other ‘F’ word. This wasn’t the first time someone had felt the urge to share with me my body image, like I didn’t know I was at least two stone overweight.  I’d spent many years of my childhood hearing the cruel remarks regarding what I optimistically referred to as ‘my curves’ – but when you’re an adult, people usually keep their comments about other people’s weight to themselves. Colleagues might have whispered behind my back, and discussed the state of my increasing arse as it left the room, but never in front of me. And shop assistants might have given me pitying but knowing looks outside the changing rooms as I handed back the small tent I couldn’t squeeze into muttering something about ‘the wrong colour’. But on the whole, being an adult is easier because people have, in theory, learned to keep their comments to themselves. But kids are different, and this one was keen to make his feelings known.

      I attempted to style it out, smile and ignore what he’d said. If by any chance someone within a five-mile radius hadn’t heard his loud remark, then perhaps we could just move past it? But no, his mother had other ideas.

      ‘You can’t say that to people,’ she started, looking at me with guilt, embarrassment and the inevitable pity. ‘Say you’re sorry, Josh,’ she continued, while I feigned an indulgent smile and wafted my hand in the air like it didn’t matter and there was no need for an apology  or a bloody inquisition that now seemed to be drawing everyone’s attention. I wanted to forget about it, but she was making quite the spectacle and people were muttering, their glances drifting across my body as my face flooded scarlet. Then everything escalated even more as she raised her voice, repeated that he mustn’t say ‘things like that’, thus alerting anyone in the vicinity who may not have already heard how fat I was, to prick up their ears.

      ‘Say you’re SORRY,’ she yelled, as his chin puckered and he burst into tears. I didn’t know where to look or what to do, it now seemed that whatever was going on between the VERY fat lady and the little boy had caused him to cry and not only was I corpulent I was cruel too.

      ‘Please, it’s fine,’ I said, aggressively squishing strawberry ice cream onto a cone and attacking it viciously with raspberry sauce. Needless to say, it wasn’t fine, and by the time I handed him the cone the little boy was in a full-on tantrum and pushed it sharply away so that it hit the counter and landed on the floor. This sent him into paroxysms of ice cream grief and I now looked like the fat, and cruel lady who made him drop his ice cream!

      ‘What’s going on?’ Marco, my miserable colleague said with a frown. ‘You causing problems, Dani?’ He wasn’t joking, Marco was permanently miserable, pretty monosyllabic and never joked.

      ‘I’m… I’m not causing anything…’ I said, close to tears and wishing I’d pushed the bloody cone in his face. Everyone was looking, the child was sobbing and the remains of strawberry and raspberry were now sliding down the side of the counter and puddling in a bright pink heap on the floor.

      ‘That’ll need cleaning,’ Marco observed.

      ‘Thank you for pointing that out,’ I rolled my eyes, now brimming with tears. When he wasn’t being rude he had a talent for stating the obvious.

      I couldn’t bear the thought of now walking around the counter so everyone could see me. I felt like a circus freak, and perhaps it was my paranoia, but I swear the whole cafe was holding their breath, just waiting for me to emerge from behind my ice cream wall to see just how VERY fat I was.

      I couldn’t face it, so made like I had urgent business in the kitchen and did an about-turn left centre stage, leaving Marco to handle the mess. It was bad of me to leave like that, but what else could I do? I knew I was overweight, I didn’t need reminding, and I didn’t need to stick around to watch a single scoop turned into a knickerbocker glory.

      I spent the next hour in the cafe kitchen, I couldn’t face going back out there and as it was almost closing time Marco could deal with the last few stragglers. I spent the time consoling myself with various titbits and swearing I would start my diet tomorrow. But when tomorrow came I couldn’t diet because my best friend Karla was staying for a few days. I loved having Karla around, even though she was pretty and slim and clever. I should have hated her, but somehow, against all the odds, we’d become friends.

      I’d met Karla twenty years before when I’d run away to London to escape my teenage love Jude. Bumping into this beautiful Tyra Banks lookalike at Paddington Station, we’d started talking and had realised we shared a similar tragic love-life history. I couldn’t believe someone as slim and beautiful as Karla could also be dumped by a man, and after several vodkas and a bag of pork scratchings our friendship was sealed. Karla, of course, didn’t eat any of the scratchings, she just sipped on vodka and looked perfect perched on a bar stool while I snaffled crispy bits of pig between gulps of straight alcohol.

      I wasn’t used to drinking – when you spend your childhood with a gin-infused parent, it doesn’t hold much allure – consequently, I was a little the worse for wear and that night Karla let me sleep on her couch. Turned out she needed a flatmate, I was homeless, and we were soon flatmates and friends for life. Karla spent the next few years mopping up my tears and supporting me through the aftermath of love and tragedy, a sad, salty cocktail.  Meanwhile, I cheer-leaded her on through a wonderful relationship resulting in a beautiful wedding and two even more beautiful kids. Our lives changed and became completely different – but our friendship didn’t and we were as strong now as we’d ever been.

      Wind on twenty years and Karla was now perched on a similar bar stool to the one in Paddington Station Bar – only this time we’re almost forty and we’re in Devon. Karla had come to stay because she wanted to see me, but also because she felt her husband was taking her for granted. She complained of this every now and then, it was nothing serious, just the hangover from being a working mum with no time for herself or her relationship. So, she’d handed hubby the two kids, a bath-time rota and a list of after-school activities and had arrived at my place the previous evening. As I had still been working when she came to meet me that evening, we’d stayed on and had coffee and ice cream in the cafe. Marco had left for the day and I’d closed up and cleaned up to try to compensate for the earlier fracas. At least now it was closed there was no opportunity for any more five year olds to body shame me with their unasked for two pennies’ worth.  After the day I’d had I finally felt calm sitting with my best friend at a window table, watching the evening come in over the sea.

      ‘You don’t get that in Peckham,’ Karla sighed. We looked out at a raspberry-ripple sky, a melting sun trickling into the sea like warm golden syrup. Karla was right, this was special… this was everything I’d wanted for so long, and yet… and yet the lisping little boy had said it all. And now I couldn’t get the weight issue out of my head. Had I really got so fat that random children felt the need to point it out to me?

      ‘You know, Karla, that little boy was right. I am VERY fat.’

      ‘No… you’re… cuddly,’ she tried.

      I loved Karla for trying to spin this especially as she was still as thin as a rake after having two kids, but even Karla had to admit my weight was becoming more of a problem.

      I gave her a look; we both knew I’d put on at least a stone since I’d arrived in Appledore merely a few weeks before, and I’d already been overweight when I’d arrived, I just couldn’t get a grip. ‘My weight’s yo-yoed all my life, but recently I’ve found I just can’t stop eating,’ I continued. ‘I planned to lose ten pounds this summer, I’ve only got eighteen to go.’

      She giggled, then looked serious and touched my hand. ‘I think it’s coming back here… the memories and… then there’s all the ice cream.’ She glanced over my shoulder at the fridge display of different flavour ice creams – from Tropical Tease to Chockabocker Glory – all of ice cream life was there. And in case you’re in any doubt – I’d tasted them all.

      ‘Yeah, you’re right,’ I had to smile, becoming assistant manager at an ice cream cafe wasn’t perhaps the best career move for a girl with weight issues. But I had my reasons, and weight wasn’t the only issue I was working through back home in Appledore.

      Ever the optimist, Karla desperately searched for the positives of a fat girl working with ice cream; ‘But it’s lovely here,’ she said.  ‘Yes, you have temptation, but you also have the beach… you could take daily walks first thing every morning!’

      ‘It’s not a bloody boot camp, Karla,’ I said, thinking how close but how different we were. Where Karla saw an opportunity – I saw a challenge.

      She laughed; ‘Oh Dani, a walk on the beach is hardly boot camp.’

      ‘Mmm, it is to me. And anyway, I can’t go on the beach in case someone harpoons me,’ I sighed.

      ‘Don’t be silly,’ she giggled. ‘You’re still smarting from what that little boy said, but you know what kids are like, they say the first thing that comes into their heads. Only yesterday Archie wanted to know if there were dinosaurs when I was a kid,’ she laughed.  ‘So stop taking it to heart, and either do something about it or embrace it. You are gorgeous,’ she smiled, lifting her spoon to tackle a scoop of vanilla ice cream; ‘Cuddly…’

      ‘I’d rather be curvy… cuddly sounds… fat.’

      ‘Yes, that’s it, you’re curvy. You just need to be a little…’ Karla did something with her hands that went long instead of wide.

      ‘Taller? You’re saying if I was 7 foot I might be the right weight for my height?’

      ‘No,’ she rolled her eyes; ‘you know exactly what I mean, stop eating huge ice cream sundaes and doughnuts and exercise a bit more.’

      ‘Huge? I don’t eat huge sundaes, just because you eat three Smarties and you’re full.’

      She laughed.

      ‘And do I look like the kind of girl who likes to spend her evenings pounding the treadmill? I’d much rather pound a box of Krispy Kremes.’

      ‘I know, but if being… erm… full-bodied is making you unhappy…’

      ‘FULL-bodied? You sound like my mother. “My daughter is ‘full-figured’,” she used to say… I was ten years old and FULL-figured,’ I said, incredulously. I recalled my mother’s sparrow-like arms and her inability to finish a whole crispbread and my heart sank like a stone.

      ‘Look, I don’t care what you weigh, you’re my best friend and I love you whatever you are,’ Karla smiled, taking another spoonful of ice cream that in my view was far too small.

      ‘You’re very kind and sweet and lovely – and skinny and I hate you,’ I said, ‘now finish that quickly because I’ve been doing something fabulous with lavender sprigs and I want you to taste it.’

      ‘I couldn’t fit any more ice cream in,’ she sighed, sitting back and patting her washboard stomach like it was huge. She just wasn’t trying. ‘I know you love working here in the cafe, but joking aside, I’m not sure it’s the right place for someone who’s addicted to sugar,’ she raised her eyebrows.

      ‘Spoilsport. I love it here and not just because I can pretend eating ice cream all day is research… though that is a big part of it,’ I smiled, brushing over the truth. Yes, I did love whipping up a batch of new flavours and tasting them, but I didn’t need a couple of large scoops of each. The ice cream wasn’t the problem, it was me – and we both knew it.

      ‘As I said, it doesn’t matter to me what you weigh, but please don’t stuff yourself silly then call me at two in the morning telling me how greedy and disgusting you are. Sleep has become precious and rare with two kids and a snoring husband, so if you’re going to eat, then eat, just don’t be whingeing at me with strawberry sauce round your mouth and guilt in your heart.’

      ‘As if I’d call you in the middle of the night to talk about myself…’ I said, knowing this to be the case, poor Karla had been the sounding board for my whole life since we’d met.

      ‘You did it last night, and I was in the same bloody room.’

      ‘Ha, I forgot you were staying,’ I said, shaking my head at my own mistake and getting up from my seat to waddle over to the counter. I ran the scoop across my freshly made lavender ice cream, shiny lilac heaven curling softly onto my silver scoop, finding it hard to resist putting the loaded scoop straight to my mouth. It wouldn’t have looked pretty, especially as people were walking past. I could only imagine the faces as they spotted that vision through the windows of Caprioni’s Ice Cream Cafe.  ‘The thing is, Karla, I’m almost forty and it’s not about vanity any more, it’s about my health.’ I was feeling like this a lot at the moment. I’d initially put this down to the insecurity of leaving London and coming back to where I’d spent my childhood. Change always unsettled me, but as I’d been here a few weeks and was actually very happy why the hell couldn’t I stop inhaling ice cream?

      ‘You’re not thinking too much about the past are you… I wouldn’t blame you after everything that happened here?’

      I shook my head, by now my mouth was full of lavender-flavoured ice cream, not too sweet, just creamy and aromatic, tasting of lavender fields and sunshine. I’d discovered many years before that the best way not to think about the past was to fill my mind and my mouth with lovely things – like this sublime ice cream. And with this in mind, I added one more scoop to my bowl; one more wouldn’t do any harm, would it?

      ‘Have you seen anything of that Jude guy since you came back here?’ Karla asked, as I put down her bowl of ice cream and settled down with mine.

      ‘Not sure I can eat all this, I already ate one bowl,’ she sighed. For God’s sake she’d only had a thimbleful!  She played around with it and tasted it, said all the right things then gently pushed the bowl away. Was she really going to leave that? I ate mine quickly wondering if it would be so bad if I finished hers off, after all it was wicked to waste food.

      ‘No. I heard “that Jude guy” moved to Barnstaple, and that’s miles away,’ I said, through lavender ice cream, wafting my hand in a dismissive gesture like he was nothing. Though once he’d been everything, and back here I was reminded of him too much. The memories weren’t all bad, we started out like Romeo and Juliet, that’s what they called us in the cafe; ‘Romeo’s here, Juliet,’ my friends would cry as he swaggered in. But that was a long time ago, and it wasn’t good.  Perhaps we were a bit too much like Romeo and Juliet, minus the stabbing and the poisoning of course.

      ‘Dani, you might bump into him,’ Karla said, and I gratefully dragged myself away from the bittersweet memories. ‘I hope you have your armour ready, girl. You know how weak you are in the face of a man with intentions… and sweet treats.’

      I put down the scoop and broke a wafer in half in what I hoped was a slightly threatening ‘leave it alone’ kind of way. This, of course, left me with a problem, a handful of homemade wafer, buttery, crisp and sweet – so I did what any decent human being would do, I popped it in my mouth.

      ‘So, you haven’t stalked his Facebook or googled him?’

      ‘Hell no.’ I had.

      ‘So, you’re completely over him?’

      ‘Hell yes.’ I wasn’t.

      I averted my eyes, and mounted a full-on attack on my bowl of lavender ice cream. It was the only way to avoid answering Karla’s questions, this woman could see into my soul, she knew when I was happy, sad and when I was telling fibs. Okay, so I may have casually glanced at my teenage boyfriend’s Facebook page and inadvertently googled him when I was bored. I also may or may not have been checking births, deaths and marriages in North Devon and surrounding areas for the past twenty years since I left here. Obsessed? Moi?

      I gave a sidelong look at slim, beautiful Karla with the figure to die for and I swallowed a mouthful of cold, sweet ice cream; ‘I told you, I was over him twenty years ago when I last saw him, why would I ever want to go back to a teenage fling? Anyway, I think he might be married.’ I knew he was married, but there were no photos of her on his Facebook page, which in my book said estranged, at the very least.

      ‘What makes you think he might be married?’

      ‘I just… heard… on the grapevine.’

      ‘Facebook?’

      I nodded shamefully.

      ‘Oh, Dani, I told you, leave it all behind.’

      ‘I couldn’t resist. It doesn’t make me a bad person, I was just… curious.’

      ‘Well, I’m glad he’s married, it means he’s ruining someone else’s life and not yours.’

      ‘Karla, I’m a grown-up now. You’re so sweet to worry about me, but honestly, I’m good. God, I was just a girl, a nineteen-year-old child; I’m a fierce woman now.’

      ‘Mmmm well that fierce woman has ice cream dribbling down her chin,’ she said, with raised eyebrows like she was talking to her kids. ‘I hope you’re not heading back in the Jude direction.’

      I assured her I wasn’t, said I didn’t want a difficult conversation about my first love, so wiped my chin and suggested we move on.

      ‘Let’s speak no more of my long-gone ex – he’s just the first of many dickheads I’ve had to suffer over the years.’

      ‘He started a pattern, that’s for sure.’

      Karla was a child psychologist – she said her work had made her realise we didn’t change even when we grew up. She said that, emotionally, adults were merely children with pubic hair and a mortgage. This seemed rather cynical to me, but for her third year at uni she’d worked in men’s prisons and said she defied anyone not to be cynical after that. Anyway, as my best friend she gave me free impromptu therapy ‘sessions’, whether I wanted them or not. Given my background, Karla said I was a brilliant case study; ‘an accident waiting to happen’ was the phrase she’d used. She’d also been heard to remark that after my childhood, she was surprised I wasn’t a serial killer, which was nice.

      She agreed that my weight was probably a result of my upbringing, which gave me the excuse to avoid any responsibility for my burgeoning waistline. I tried to blame everyone and everything, including my mother’s drinking, my father’s desertion and the feckless person who created the concept of doughnuts. Apparently blaming others was something people like me did. I was ‘textbook’, according to Karla.

      Now, over fresh lavender ice cream and frothy coffee with Karla, it was my dad’s turn to take the blame, and why not? When he walked out on my perfect, beautiful skinny mother thirty years ago, I grieved for the rest of my childhood. First came the tears, then comforting my mother by pouring her gin and the Sunday-daughter guilt when I left her alone as he came to collect me. This was all followed by a good long ride on the doughnut train, a journey I was still on at almost forty years old.

      ‘The thing is, that my problem is out there, for everyone to see and judge. I’m a constant reminder of my own weakness, my lack of control – and when someone – even a little kid ‒ points it out, I just want to run away and hide, it’s like being bullied all over again. Alcoholics ruin their families’ lives, sex addicts hurt their partners and smokers fill the air with cancer – but they can at least attempt to hide their addiction. I’m not hurting anyone but myself, but it’s there for everyone to see, comment on and judge. I can’t hide my body…’ I said, taking a final mouthful of lavender ice cream.

      ‘You shouldn’t have to hide your body. Stop being ashamed, Dani, you’re not fat, I told you, you’ve got curves…’

      ‘Mmmm. Thanks sweetie, but “curves” is just a nice word for fat as far as I’m concerned. I wish I was more like you, and I could eat anything and everything without putting on an ounce. I just have to glance sideways at an ice cream sundae and I put on half a stone.’ I lowered my gaze and looked at her; ‘I mean, who in their right mind could sit in the Ice Cream Cafe in Appledore, home of Thee Chocolate Heaven Sundae, the Rocky Road Horror and the Elvis is Dead Long Live the Peanut Butter Explosion, and eat only one scoop of vanilla?’

      I’d been through the whole ice cream menu here already – three times to be precise. Always thorough in my work, I felt it was my duty as assistant manager to know my product – but it was hard to convince Karla that my ice cream consumption was not a decline into depression, but a professional requirement. But as much as I loved ice cream and I loved working here – even I had to admit I was eating too much.

      ‘The thing that gives me the most pleasure always gives me the most pain, and currently ice cream and doughnuts are top of both lists.'

      ‘And as I always say, we have choices. I don’t see anyone force-feeding you,’ she raised her eyebrows.

      Karla was a wonderful friend and I didn’t really blame her for sometimes being a little judgemental about my approach to my diet and my lack of (ugh) exercise. I hated doing anything physical other than opening the fridge. Having lived in London for the past twenty years, with the sheer stress of work and the hustle, bustle and sardine-like tube journeys I felt permanently sweaty and exhausted. My daily ‘workout’ had been exactly 546 steps from the tube to my flat – and I was so out of condition, anything more than that and I’d have had to call for medical intervention.

      So, I’d handed in my notice, got the dream job in Appledore, working as the assistant manager for the newly refurbished Ice Cream Cafe. It was beautiful, a pink and peppermint-painted gelato palace looking out to sea – and with the job came a lovely flat over the cafe. I opened the curtains each morning, and instead of inner city grime and a veil of grey, I looked out onto acres of long shoreline, pastel painted houses and blue sunshine skies. I’d escaped the 9‒5 world of living and working like a lab rat in a small cage and was now free to live the life I’d always dreamed of. The fact it only took me ten steps to get from my bed to work each morning was an added bonus, but clearly wasn’t helping my weight.

      It was lovely to live over the cafe and not have to get the tube or the bus or stand in queues. I just went downstairs and there it was, no dusty office, no boring people in suits, just a pink and peppermint-painted ice cream palace. I was literally sitting on top of an ice cream emporium so who could blame me for popping downstairs in the dark of night to soothe my mind and delight in creamy snacks? It was like being a drug addict living over a chemist – the pull was too hard to resist.

      I’d worked at the cafe many moons ago for several summers as a teenager, and even then, my lust for ice cream and toppings knew no bounds. In those days, Ella’s late aunt Sophia had owned the cafe and I’d come back here half hoping Sophia would still be standing at the helm and everything would be as it used to be, the way I’d preserved it in my memory. But Sophia had died months before and now her daughter Gina and Ella, her niece, were the co-owners. I had mentioned in passing to Ella that I’d worked at the cafe years ago, but she lived up north and had stopped coming to Appledore for holidays by the time I worked there, so we’d never met before. She asked me why I’d left Appledore, and I said it was for my career; it wasn’t, but I didn’t want to say too much about the past. I worked on the theory that the fewer people who knew my old business, the easier my new life would be.

      I liked Ella, and her mother Roberta was hilarious and a bit mad, and there was also Ella’s best friend Sue who had followed her from Manchester and was settling in like she’d lived here for ever. Ella’s kids, both teenagers, had been abroad most of the summer but her daughter Lucie was now back living in Appledore. She popped into the cafe sometimes, and even did the odd shift, but said she liked the ‘bright lights of Barnstaple’, and had a summer job there. In the cafe, everyone did their bit, and it was a lovely atmosphere with each person mucking in according to their talents. Even Marco had a talent; as miserable as he was he made the most amazing bread and cakes that melted in the mouth.

      The cafe was always buzzing, Sue wiping tables vigorously (while talking just as vigorously!), her sequins fluttering and glittering in sync with her earrings as she scrubbed and put the world to rights. Roberta, who must have been in her seventies, would be texting or tweeting, and always on her phone like a teenager. When Lucie, her granddaughter, came into the cafe she teased her nan, asking her who she was sexting. ‘Daniel Craig of course, you numpty,’ she answered back, which made me smile. ‘You think she’s joking?’ Lucie said, hugging her nan and rolling her eyes.

      Gina, the glamorous blonde co-owner and cousin of Ella, was in her sixties, but looked like Ella’s sister, she was so young-looking. Gina was lovely, but did very little work in the cafe, she’d spend most of her time sitting on a stool at the counter waxing lyrical about her life in Hollywood.

      ‘Oh Dani, did I tell you about the time Sylvester Stallone asked for my phone number?’ she’d say, and I would be fascinated by every little celebrity morsel she dropped my way.

      ‘Don’t take any notice of our Gina, Dani, the nearest she ever got to Stallone was the cheap seats at the Odeon,’ Roberta would counter. I couldn’t decide if they loved or hated each other, but they made me laugh. I loved ‘the girls’, their chatter, their giggles and the way they included me in everything; it was good to be alive... and if I could just lose some weight, my life would be perfect.

      

      I’d booked a couple of days off work for Karla’s visit, but the following day I’d agreed to work the morning.

      I was happily piling rainbow-hued scoops into a tall sundae dish and making polite conversation with the customer, when all the loveliness of the morning collapsed like melted ice cream. All it took was four little words.

      ‘When is it due?’ the customer asked, with a smile.

      ‘Due?’ I said, wondering what she was referring to, but knowing in my heart what she meant. She gestured to my stomach, and I felt it drop to the floor – and given my recent food consumption, that was quite a landing. Inwardly I groaned. Not again? Why couldn’t people (and little kids) keep their comments to themselves? Karla was right, people remained immature, insensitive gauche little kids even when they grew up. What kind of person would ask a woman about her pregnancy without actually having that pregnancy confirmed first? Although I had to admit, looking at me she probably had all the confirmation she needed. I was devastated, I’d hoped after the lisping child I’d at least be given some respite, but no, here it came again like a tsunami, she might as well have just shouted over the counter; ‘Oi, fattie, when are you going on a diet? You look nine months gone with twins love.’

      I wanted to die, to climb into a cupboard under the counter and just be left in peace to fade away. I didn’t know how to handle this, and she was looking at me ‘expectantly’ (excuse the pun) for an answer as to the due date, baby’s sex and some boring diatribe about maternity leave followed by a few clichés about ‘making the most of it because you’ll never sleep again’.

      I almost went along with it; if I’d been in London and some faceless commuter had asked me about my pregnancy on the tube I’d have gone along with it because it was easier and I never had to see them again. But here, in Appledore, where I intended to stay, I couldn’t possibly pretend I was pregnant, I’d have to continue the charade and that would be creepy. So instead I did the next best thing and feigned deafness.

      I looked at the woman, my face scarlet, unable to respond to her endless baby enquiries. I desperately hoped she’d get the hint, and move away to be served by vibrant Sue or monosyllabic Marco further down the counter, but no, she merely stood her ground and repeated the question more loudly. So I frowned, pretended I didn’t speak English and lifted my head jerkily in a nodding, vaguely aggressive ‘what d’ya mean?’ gesture, hoping she’d think I was French and move on. But this backfired, because she merely turned up the volume and yelled in my face, enunciating every word of ‘I SAID, WHEN IS YOUR BABY DUE?’ This was accompanied by elaborate miming, which ranged from pointing theatrically at my tummy to rocking an imaginary baby, and covered the eventuality that there may have been a deaf patron in the cafe who had perhaps missed the loud, verbal questioning.

      I can usually laugh at anything, especially myself, and there would have been a time when I’d have dined out on this story, but this was different. I’d always intended to return to Appledore stronger, slimmer, successful, it had been my dream – but instead I’d come back feeling like a failure. I hadn’t made it in London and I was now so fat some even thought I was pregnant!

      I stood in the cafe, shaking my head; ‘No… I’m not… expecting…’ I said. The woman’s embarrassment at this was even worse than the pitying look that accompanied her red face and I could feel myself tearing up. I left the counter, escaping the woman while Sue took over, apparently unaware of the drama. I wiped tables and tried to make myself busy and disappeared among the customers. I know it’s crazy, I hated myself because I was fat and someone had, once again, pointed this out to me. But in my anguish, I had this urge to do what I’d always done and turned to the one thing that gave me comfort. I tried to resist, but soon found myself wandering the kitchen like a feral beast seeking its prey and opening fridges and cupboards. I was a heat-seeking missile, seeking out everything containing fat, carbs and calories – everything I’d tried unsuccessfully to deny myself since I was ten years old. Cheese, bread rolls, cream, chocolate, cake… this was the double-edged sword of working in a cafe, it wasn’t just the ice cream. All these delicious foods were always present tempting me – and always there like a big warm hug when I needed it ‒ like now.

      I slathered the soft white bread with salty butter and piled on slices of creamy, tangy cheese, adding a little sweet, fruity chutney (it may have been an urgent, emotional need, but cheese still needed chutney, I wasn’t a total  animal). As the soft roll hit my mouth, I felt my heart swell, my muscles stopped aching, my body went into a state of relaxed pleasure and I forgot about everything. All that mattered was eating that soft roll, and what to eat next, and it didn’t take long to find myself at the dessert fridge. I opened it up, the light came on and I swear I heard angels sing as that halo of light hit me.

      Pouring cream on chocolate cake, I tasted the deep comfort of rich, creamy cheesecake and temporarily forgot about the bullies at school. The unrelenting sweetness of chocolate smothered my mother’s ‘fat’ accusations and the thick, cool cream soothed away the little boy’s comment from the previous day, and the pregnancy enquiring customer. I put the kettle on, always a comfort at times like this, and a chance to take a moment out and either stop myself or carry on. But the sound of the water boiling drowned out the voice in my head telling me to stop. Hot coffee needed company, so I headed for the rows of doughnuts made fresh that morning by Marco, and I sank my teeth into the sugary crisp, yielding to soft squidgy dough weeping with raspberry jam.

      As I finished the doughnut, I felt the familiar shadow come down over me, and here were my old friends – guilt, nausea and self-loathing. Why did I do this to myself?

      Being mistaken for someone whose baby was apparently due imminently had upset me. I’d hoped my pink uniform at work was flattering and stylishly covered my increasing waist, but clearly I looked like a big, expectant pink marshmallow behind the ice cream counter. Instead of being rational and considering cutting down on the stuff that made me so happy ‒ yet unhappy – my instinct had been to hide under a duvet of sugary carbs. Surely having been upset by a comment regarding my weight the natural response should have been to turn away from food, the source of my problem? The irony was, I desperately wanted to be slim, always had, more than anything else, but I’d never quite managed it. And here I was, a million diets later, still fighting this demon inside me, while wiping the sugar from my mouth, syrupy sweetness of doughnut made cloying by the salt from my tears. I turned to see Karla standing in the kitchen doorway, the look on her face said it all. I quickly busied myself wiping down surfaces, pretending the cake crumbs were someone else’s.

      ‘You okay, Dani? I was in the queue, I heard what happened, I could see you were upset, thought I’d give you a little time alone.  People are stupid,’ she sighed.

      ‘No, I’M stupid,’ I said, tears forming in my throat. ‘It’s not her fault I’m fat, it’s mine.’

      She smiled; ‘Don’t beat yourself up. You’ve made the first move to changing your life – you’ve come here.’

      ‘I thought moving here I could be a different person, a better person. And then I find myself back in the kitchen eating bad food and failing again. I just feel like an idiot.’

      She walked towards me, concern on her face; ‘Dani, you might think you’ve failed…’

      ‘Don’t tell me I haven’t.’

      ‘Okay, you failed, if you didn’t want or intend to eat that cake,’ she said, pointing to the remains of a large portion of chocolate fudge cake, ‘then yeah, you failed, girlfriend. But failure isn’t a one-time thing; success doesn’t have an end date. You only fail when you give up hope… you’re thirty-nine and there’s still a bit of life left,’ she smiled. ‘You’re too young to give up hope.’

      ‘Oh I know, but I’m not a patient Karla, your psycho mumbo-jumbo might work on kids, but I’m a big girl… a BIG girl,’ I said, spreading my arms wide to indicate enormity.

      She smiled, as much as she knew me, I knew her too.

      ‘Look, I wanted to be slim and healthy, come rolling back into town looking like a supermodel and throw a big fortieth birthday party looking fabulous.’

      She laughed.

      ‘Hey, it’s not that funny,’ I laughed.

      ‘I’m not laughing at the idea of you being a supermodel – though I’ll admit that is funny. But when you decided to leave London you told me your dream was to live here and work at the cafe – you ticked that box. So stop putting pressure on yourself, there’s plenty of time for more box-ticking, just make the next one easy on yourself, have an incentive – use your birthday party in a positive way. Okay, you won’t be skinny by October, but you could be skinnier, so stop telling yourself “I won’t be slim enough for my birthday,” use it positively; “I could be slimmer and healthier and happier with myself on my fortieth birthday.” Forget the supermodel shit as that is not going to happen,’ she added cheekily.

      ‘Rude, little do you realise there’s a lithe and lovely Cindy Crawford inside this pink blancmange,’ I laughed.

      Despite my light-hearted approach, I knew deep down this situation wasn’t funny. My doctor in London had told me I needed to lose weight and if I carried on eating and not exercising, given my lifestyle and my family history (my dad died of a heart attack at fifty-two) then I may not see my fiftieth birthday.  My fortieth birthday was less than three months away, and this had been a wake-up call – well, for about five hours when I ate nothing but kale, then gave up and ate four doughnuts. But I knew if I didn’t do it now, I never would. What had happened in the last two days could bring me down, or they could be what spurred me on, in the same way Karla suggested I use my birthday in a positive way, and not as a reminder of failure.

      As much as I wanted to be in control and be a healthy weight, so far I’d never wanted it as much as I wanted a six pack of glazed doughnuts. But now I could run along the shore each morning before limbering up on the beach and taking a brisk, bracing swim in the sea… if I wanted to. The problem was, that I didn’t; in fact the baggage I’d taken away with me was now back, and bigger than ever! Appledore was already showing on my hips, and the very thought of doing anything brisk before 9 a.m. terrified me. But this wasn’t the end, this was just the beginning. This time things were going to be different, because I’d come back to where it all began and from here I could take control finally. I would banish the distant past and use it to grow stronger knowing I could change and be anything and anyone I wanted to be. Gone would be the old dusty life, I was going to open the windows and let the fresh air in, embracing the changes and new challenges.

      This was my fresh start, a new job, a new flat, a brand-new life – so why not a new body? I hated feeling out of breath taking the stairs up to my flat and I’d hated being told I was VERY fat and asked loudly, ‘when is it due?’ So why not stop talking about the problem and actually get off my bum and do something about it? I’d gained rolls of flesh and wrinkles, but now it was time to reveal the gorgeous, slim woman trapped inside this fat suit I’d been walking around in. I would unleash her on my old friends, the mean girls who bullied me at school, some of my teenage crushes, and my first love Jude Wilson. Yeah, I’d like him to see what he’d turned down all those years ago too. But most of all, I wanted to do this for me, show myself and the rest of the world what I was capable of. I’d work hard, lose the weight and be healthy and gorgeous for my fortieth – it wasn’t going to be easy, and this fat lady was not singing yet, but she soon would be.
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        Diet Diary: June 2002; I had a thing for a guy I saw on the train every morning, and I wanted to lose weight quick so I could wow him on the 8.15. I was bored with the fads and the gimmicks, and the rule was if a caveman couldn't eat it, neither could I. So it was all about the meats, fish, nuts, greens and seeds. By day 3 I didn’t care about the guy on the 8.15 any more, I just wanted a large skip full  of processed snacks and cappuccinos.

        

      

      My previous London life as a PR specialising in desserts for a big food chain wasn’t as exciting or as ‘foodylicious’ as it sounds. The role involved sitting behind a desk in a dusty office day in day out reading about wonderful puddings with the occasional tasting session and product launch. In my experience these desserts rarely lived up to the hype and my days were filled with an eternal disappointment. ‘Death by Chocolate’ made me die from boredom, ‘Orgasmic Orange Sorbet’ barely caused a shudder and let’s not even talk about ‘Strawberry Surprise’, which was more of a shock. Outwardly I’d rave about these lacklustre dishes laden with no discernible flavour, but I’d spend sleepless nights knowing I was living and selling a lie and that I could create far better, tastier, more amazing flavour sensations in my own little kitchen.

      I’d originally run away to London in the hope of making a success of my life – but living there hadn’t even moved me on emotionally, and twenty years after arriving I realised you carry your baggage with you wherever you go. But now I was back in Appledore there were no excuses, I would rid myself of this and all the ghosts and guilt that weighed heavily on me. I would drop the doughnuts, shun the sugar and take control of my emotional and physical health.

      ‘So, that’s it,’ I said to Karla that evening. ‘I will go on protein shakes, and drink liquid only for the rest of my life.’ Even as I said this, I wondered if a deluxe hot chocolate with mallows counted as liquid.

      Karla laughed; ‘You did protein shakes before, remember? It lasted about… mmm, forty-five minutes?’

      ‘It was at least an hour. Anyway, this is different, I’m fed up with sweating, chafing and wheezing,’ I sighed, ‘and that’s just getting out of bed!’

      She rolled her eyes.

      ‘No Karla, this time I mean it, I’m going to get healthy and slim,’ I said, grabbing a chocolate flake from the jar on the counter. ‘I just need to think about how to go about this – it’s all around the planning. What about that cabbage soup diet; it worked last time.’

      ‘It made you nauseous.’

      ‘Exactly, that’s why it worked – I couldn’t eat for at least five hours – I lost tonnes of weight,’ I smiled, then remembered all that cabbage and wanted to vomit.

      Karla had heard all this before. I’d always been one scoop away from a sugar binge, followed by a high, then self-loathing and declarations of a new, even more extreme diet plan. She thought we were just going over old ground, but I knew this was different and on Monday it would all begin with a vengeance, I just hadn’t worked out my plan of fat attack yet.

      ‘Dani, you are allowed to eat you know, you’re human and you’re only about… perhaps… two stone overweight?’ she said this kindly, gently and without a lisp or a VERY, for which I was grateful. We both knew I was at least three stone overweight.

      ‘I was joking about the cabbage soup diet – I know it’s not about starving yourself or taking pills…’

      ‘Or eating ten bananas a day, or vinegar and maple syrup or cayenne pepper with everything…’ she added.

      ‘It wasn’t cayenne pepper with…’

      She put her hand up like a policeman stopping traffic; ‘Okay, okay, well whatever the hell the last ludicrous diet was…’ she said, then went on to list just some of the many failed ‘ludicrous’ diets I’d embarked on over the years.

      Karla had always maintained that my starving/bingeing cycle had been started by my mother who, ashamed of a fat daughter, had put me on my first diet at ten years old. I remember it like yesterday. My father had walked out, for someone younger, slimmer and prettier – or so my mother said; I was never allowed to meet ‘the other woman’. I realised as I grew older that Dad leaving had been Mum’s worst fear; ‘if only she were fat,’ she’d said once, like that would make his abandonment easier. It didn’t occur to Mum that perhaps this other woman was more fun, less preoccupied with making everything perfect, including herself. Mum saw my father’s departure from the marriage as the result of a ten-pound weight gain when she sprained her ankle – and refused to believe it was anything more. I wondered if she blamed me – I certainly did, after all why would he leave Mum, she was slim and beautiful? I was the disappointment, the overweight child who couldn’t control her appetite. Mum meant well, I suppose, by putting me on a strict diet – but this turned out not to be the best way of dealing with what came to be known as ‘Dani’s problem’. Food suddenly became forbidden fruit – especially the stuff my mother deemed ‘bad’, which made it all the more tempting.

      ‘If you lose a few pounds I’ll buy you a pretty dress,’ she’d slurred, ‘and a birthday party too.’ When you’re ten years old, the implication of this ‘reward’ for losing weight is that you’re not slim enough to deserve a pretty dress or a party. It sets you up for a lifetime of feeling unworthy, undeserved and unloved – and makes you prey for every manipulative bad boy that happens to pass by.

      Hearing the recent comments in the cafe about my weight reminded me of all the times as a child I’d been made to feel like I didn’t fit in. I was the fat girl whose father had walked out, the only one left when choosing for netball sides at school and the teenager who never received a valentine. Despite my mother’s promises, I never had a birthday party – and each year I assumed it was because I’d never lost enough weight. It didn’t occur to me until recently that it probably had more to do with the fact my mother was never sober long enough to organise a birthday party for her only child. That’s why this birthday party – my first and my fortieth – had to be very special and I had to feel at my best. I would lose some weight, wear red and be the centre of attention, the popular, attractive woman I was always meant to be.

      ‘You’ve done a brave thing coming back here,’ Karla said, ‘and after everything that happened you have to be prepared to face stuff you haven’t faced for years. So be kind to yourself… and so what if someone thinks you’re pregnant and a little kid says the “f” word. It doesn’t define you, Dani.’

      ‘You’re right, but I can’t help but be affected by it. The comments about my weight hurt, because they’re honest.’

      Karla said it wasn’t just about ‘diets’ it was about changing my life, but in order to do that I had to deal with why I’d become like this. Perhaps it was time now to face the past, because only then would I be able to deal with the future?

      Later that night I made an eating plan, and vowed to exercise at least three times a week. This time, I was determined, apart from the fact I didn’t want to go through the tortuous embarrassment of complete strangers passing comments, this was about my health. I could just about get away with stuffing myself on the sofa (sofa-stuffing) in my twenties and thirties, but approaching my forties with high blood pressure was positively dangerous. I had to take control, understand myself and my actions, consider what motivated me and how I could live healthily without making my life hell. To anyone who’s never had a weight problem it seems crazy, how could I do this to myself? I know, I know, I find it hard to understand myself, but that’s because it’s about more than ice cream and chocolate. It wouldn’t be easy to abandon the sheer lusciousness of a double chocolate brownie drenched in white chocolate ice cream but, in truth, the brownie was not my friend. The brownie was killing me.

      On Monday morning I woke up feeling hungry as usual. I could smell warm, yeasty bread seeping through from the cafe and longed to cram a fresh warm bagel into my mouth. It was Marco’s fault; he was the rudest, most miserable person I’d ever met, but he baked the best bread. But this was the first day of my diet and I wouldn’t be swayed by Marco’s warm bagels slathered in cold, salty butter.

      ‘I wish I could be like you and eat anything I liked,’ I said to Karla as she put two slices of bread in the toaster.

      ‘Not any more. Hell, since I had the kids I only have to look at a bloody Kit Kat and I put on half a stone, but being a healthy weight is more important to me than the temporary rush I get from chocolate. People choose who they want to be, Dani. Perhaps you’re just meant to be you?’

      ‘Fat?’

      ‘No, fun and bubbly and…’

      ‘Fat.’

      We were both laughing now; we always ended up laughing when we were together.

      I made coffee and handed her a mug, watching her eat the hot, buttery toast and wondering if I should have a piece with no butter. I hadn’t thought this through, I had nothing in the kitchen that would constitute a low fat, healthy breakfast.

      I needed to shop for this diet – at the moment I had a breadbin full of carbs and a freezer stacked with ice cream, neither of which featured on my ‘Flabuless Forty’ diet planner.

      ‘What about just eating three healthy meals a day and doing some exercise?’ Karla suddenly suggested, like it was a revelation.

      ‘Oh that’s brilliant, why didn’t I think of that?’ I said sarcastically. ‘I mean, all these years I’ve been overweight and I’d never even thought of it,’ I added, wondering if she’d notice if I finished off the tiny bit of buttered toast left on her plate.

      ‘I can see you lusting after my leftovers,’ she said.

      God she was good.

      ‘Mmm, it’s a fatties’ phenomenon,’ I replied. ‘Leftovers lusting is a clinical condition, surprised you haven’t heard of it, seeing as you’re a psychologist.’
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