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Prologue



David Sandhurst watched his mice with a paternal fondness. Huffy and Puffy returned his gaze without judgement. It amused him to come up with names for the animals appropriate to the drugs being tested on them. Of course, Oxymetabulin’s original purpose to prevent the escalation of asthma attacks had long since been discarded. As with many medical discoveries, it was an unexpected side-effect of the experiment that was proving to be the breakthrough that Perrico Pharmaceuticals’ investors had long been awaiting.


David opened the cage and carried the mice over to the scales. They knew the drill and stood still while David took the measurements. He smiled as he checked back on previous recordings. Perfect. Exactly as he had predicted.


A casual observer would have seen a thirty-four-year-old scientist too absorbed in his work to care about his appearance: the stained white laboratory coat and faded jeans, the dark hair that flopped randomly over his forehead, drooping on to severe metal-rimmed glasses, the fingernails that seemed to carry three weeks of indefinable grime.


The casual observer would have been mistaken. The white coat protected a Versace shirt and the jeans were by Armani. It had taken twenty minutes and several applications of mousse and spray to achieve that carefully tousled hair structure. On closer inspection, his glasses bore a tiny, discreet YSL logo. The frames were minimal to prevent anyone being distracted from his dark blue eyes. He had even learned to resist his instinctive fastidiousness and cease to manicure his nails after being accused of foppishness by the one rare woman who had resisted his approaches.


Not that such vanity detracted from his serious approach to his work. David Sandhurst was as ambitious as a man needs to be with £100,000 a year tastes and a £25,000 a year salary. Until now, he had only managed to finance his expensive lifestyle with the cooperation of a female bank manager who willingly extended his overdraft on a regularly upward spiral in exchange for David’s fingers-crossed promise of dinner (‘one day very soon’).


But his fortune was finally in sight. His work on Oxymetabulin had coincided with the exciting discovery in the USA of the ‘fat’ gene in a mouse. This gene appeared to control the hormone responsible for increasing and reducing the body’s energy consumption in the same way that a thermostat regulates temperature. If it wasn’t working efficiently, the mouse would either be too fat or too thin. Within a short time, an American team had succeeded in producing a protein that actually worked directly on this gene, ‘turning up’ the mouse’s fat burner and leading to rapid weight loss.


If your one overriding problem happened to be obese mice, your prayers were about to be answered.


Unfortunately, it is a well-known fact that mice do not make a significant contribution to the multi-billion pound diet industry. They do not buy slimming foods, magazines, books or videos. If they are fat, they do not spend thousands of pounds having the fat sucked out of them nor do they join gyms or have their jaws wired by private surgeons. They do not swallow pills by the bucket load nor do they fly to a spa in Arizona for a fortnight every six months or so. They do not need two completely separate wardrobes of clothes for their fat days and thin days. They do not pay for injections of liquidised lambs’ foetuses and they seldom send away £29.95 to a mail-order company for plastic knickers that claim to dissolve the fat on their backsides. All in all, they are a pretty poor target market for such a revolutionary discovery.


But what about people and, in particular, women? To be able to offer a pill that would allow them to eat what they wanted, exercise as little as they liked and still enable them to lose weight with no effort whatsoever? In surveys carried out by some of the major women’s magazines, over ninety per cent of women said that the one thing most likely to make them happy would be to lose a stone. They rated weight loss higher than being given £5000. More desirable than a glittering career. More comforting than a lovely secure home. More important than love. Overweight or not, almost all Western women believe that their lives would be improved by losing weight and they would do or pay anything to achieve this goal.


Small wonder that the mouse drug had inspired such a frantic race for a safe and effective human version.


Ironically, Perrico had not even considered entering the race. They were small players in the pharmaceuticals market and could not afford the millions of pounds of necessary investment. They continued with the lower-profile work on asthma treatments that David had been recruited to develop straight after university. Oxymetabulin was the result.


Oxymetabulin had turned out to have a few minor but significant positive effects on asthma but all the mice injected with the drug had lost weight. At first this was considered a potential problem. Unexplained weight loss can often be a indicator of serious illness. Then David discovered why the drug was having this effect. Quite by accident, David had stumbled on a compound that cranked up the mouse’s metabolic rate.


There was absolutely no reason to believe that such a compound would work on humans. After all, the American protein was apparently no closer to demonstrating an impact on human subjects. It was unlikely that David’s modest discovery would be any more effective. And working in a small laboratory in London with limited resources, he was never going to be able to develop the project sufficiently to reach the human testing stage.


His desperate need for glory and the dwindling co-operation of his bank manager drove him to take a huge risk. Against all ethical rules and guidelines, he administered a controlled dose of Oxymetabulin to himself. He felt he had nothing to lose and everything to gain.


A month later, he had lost twelve pounds and become destined to gain the attention of the whole world.




Chapter One



The need had been growing since lunchtime. Marina Riesenthal had played the Fat Woman’s game of not overeating in front of others, toying with grilled fish and a salad in the hope that her new client, Paul Jerome, would interpret her fifteen-stone bulk as the result of a rare glandular condition.


‘Fancy a liqueur, Marina?’ Paul had asked. ‘I will if you will.’


Marina succumbed and the conversation got vaguely dirty over the third Cointreau as Paul talked to her about the women in his life as if she were another man instead of just the sexless companion that she usually represented.


Marina recognised that this was a man only worthy of a thin woman’s fantasy. She had learned as a fat teenager that all men who were neither social outcasts, congenitally ugly nor of psychopathic tendencies were permanently out of her league. She lived with it. As the waiter took their glasses away, Marina looked at Paul appraisingly. Everything in the right place. Dark brown eyes that matched his hair and not an ounce of fat on him. Clearly very fit. Christ, what must he think of her great wobbling mass? She hid her genuine attraction towards him by rearranging her piggy features into a grotesque parody of sexuality that made Paul laugh out loud.


‘Fancy a cigar, Paul?’ she asked. ‘I will if you will.’


And they did.


Paul exhaled his cigar smoke in perfect rings. ‘That was a great lunch, Marina. The first of many, I hope.’


Marina widened her eyes in mock-coyness. ‘You’re the client, Mr Jerome. If you absolutely insist I accompany you to fabulously expensive restaurants then I must comply. After all, there are plenty of other account directors at TNSW willing to suffer like this if I’m not.’


Paul laughed. ‘Yes, but they’re all boys, aren’t they? I’ve always preferred female company myself.’


Marina thrilled at being acknowledged as a woman. She drew deeply on her cigar, a recent habit that she’d acquired in an attempt to bring her perceived personality into line with her actual physical size. A few moments of companionable silence passed. The intimacy almost made her weep.


A while later, Paul caught her in a daydream. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’


Marina delivered her best conspiratorial smile. ‘What are you thinking?’ (I doubt very much that you even noticed those two portions of Death by Chocolate that the waiter has just carried to the next table. And it’s unlikely that you were wondering if you could smuggle a portion into the ladies’ room and flush the toilet constantly so that nobody will hear you eating. That’s what I was thinking.)


Paul looked around him. ‘I was thinking about how lucky we are to be able to make a living like this.’ He looked at Marina curiously. ‘Do you know what I like about you?’


Marina cringed inwardly. She knew that it wasn’t going to be her beautiful eyes despite the ten minutes she’d spent applying kohl pencil around the lids to make them look bigger. She knew that it wasn’t going to be her dress sense despite having spent over £100 on an expanse of glorious silk fashioned into an allegedly ‘hip skimming, figure-flattering, bosom-camouflaging’ tent. She knew that it wasn’t going to be her five feet ten inch height that, on a less bovine woman, would have been the perfect complement to Paul’s own six feet two inch elevation. ‘Surprise me,’ she said dryly.


‘I can really talk to you. Not just about business although you certainly know as much about Sparkleeze and the kitchen cleaning liquid market as I do. No, I can talk about anything. Like with a friend. Or a sister.’


It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t realise how hurtful the friend/sister comparison can be to a woman who longs to be regarded as a sultry siren, a brainless bimbo, a sex object, anything but a friend or a sister.


Still, Marina was satisfied that lunch had been a success from a business point of view. And you could never have too many friends. And Paul hadn’t looked at her enormous stomach once. Perhaps he hadn’t noticed? Ha ha.


Ofcourse he had noticed. He’d noticed everything about her. He liked her. She made him laugh, made him feel warm. She sparked off in him the sort of feeling that preceded or implied physical attraction. And yet … Surely not … No, this woman was very, very much not his type. What he meant by this was that she wasn’t anyone’s type, so she couldn’t possibly be his. Now that he had that definition clear in his mind, he could restore Marina to the correct place in his mental classifications as ‘chum’.


Except she refused to stay in her place.


She resisted the lure of sweet shops on the way home that night. She was still buzzing from her achievement at bringing in a £3 million account and establishing a good personal relationship with the client.


The Friday night torment began the moment she placed her low-calorie cardboard food substitute in the microwave. She heard the voice whispering above the annoying hum of the oven as it irradiated her dinner to a deserved death. ‘Why are you eating that? You don’t want it, it won’t taste good and you’ll still feel hungry afterwards. What’s the point?’


Marina tried to ignore the words nagging her from within. She put into practice all the tricks she’d been taught at Slim-4-Good years earlier: she ate a carrot, she ate another pound of carrots; she drank a pint of water; she stared at a photograph of an anorexic lingerie model in a magazine; she visualised herself in a bikini that didn’t require industrial joists to support her mammoth chest; she chewed every mouthful of her Lite Veggie Risotto twenty-five times; she manicured her nails; she took a bubble shower (terrified of getting stuck in the bath, she only ever took showers now); she conditioned her magnificent corkscrewed hennaed hair and gave herself a face pack; she stood in front of the mirror and announced to her reflection as seriously as she could: ‘I am a beautiful woman.’


It wasn’t working. The need was escalating into a desperate craving. She found herself rummaging through the kitchen cupboards wondering what she could make with a box of Bran Flakes, a sachet of slimming hot chocolate flavour drink and a tin of powdered low-fat milk. She gathered them all up in her arms, grabbed a jug of water and the washing-up bowl and carried them through to the living room.


Marina tipped the cereal into the bowl, emptied the powdered milk and fake chocolate powder on top of it and splashed over the water. She plunged her hand in and squished the mixture into a crunchy mud. It felt like dead leaves crackling between her fingers as the dark slime oozed into speckled clots that stuck to her nails.


She snatched up a handful and crammed it into her mouth. Her eyes closed in a fake-chocolate ecstasy. Handful followed handful until Marina’s face was streaked with greasy stripes. She didn’t care. She knew what she looked like, with or without dirty marks. Her face was an anonymous round thing with too many chins, too much fat cheek, too heavy eyelids. All the pre-Raphaelite hair in the world could not make her look anything other than middle-aged.


She was thirty-one.


By 8.30, the bowl was empty, licked clean, the last mouthfuls leaving behind a soapy aftertaste of washing-up liquid. Marina didn’t notice. She was already beginning to panic. No more food in the house. No more food in the house. She was breathing more heavily now and pacing the floor trying to talk herself out of the next inevitable step.


The inevitable won. Marina snatched a coat and ran out. The icy December snap made no impression on her well-insulated frame. She half-ran along the street, carefully avoiding her reflection in the dark shop windows. Focused on the distant beacon of the twenty-four-hour supermarket, she mentally planned her itinerary around the aisles.


She breathed in as the automatic double doors opened and admitted her to paradise. She enjoyed a moment of relief that she didn’t get stuck in the superfluous turnstile that the shop had recently installed, no doubt just to humiliate her.


It would have contravened her own bizarre but consistent standards to fill a trolley with indulgences so she took a basket instead. She headed straight for the ice cream so that it could begin its sensuous melting process as soon as possible. She glanced over the cabinets sampling every flavour with damp eyes before her shaking hand settled on Double Chocolate Cream Caramel Crunch. And Toffee Cookie Fudge. And Belgian Choc Chip Cappuccino.


On to snacks and biscuits where Marina meticulously chose family-sized bags of salt and vinegar crisps, tortilla chips and cheese puffs. She was gaining momentum as she hit her favourite section. Cakes. She whispered a silent prayer (or was it a curse?) to God for sending the world Mr Kipling. One by one, she selected a coffee gateau, a chocolate fudge brownie dessert, a treacle tart, a box of fondant fancies, another box of fondant fancies, a cherry cake, a walnut cake …


‘Moo Cow?’


Marina dropped the walnut cake into her basket and tried to remember whether she’d washed the chocolate stains from her face before coming out. She found a smile somewhere deep in her memory and presented it to her friend.


‘Susie! What are you doing in this neck of the woods?’ She quickly took in Susie’s fitted red suit, her twenty-five-inch waist, her perfect blonde bob. She looked like the PR executive that she claimed to be despite actually being a secretary. Gorgeous. If she hadn’t been her oldest friend, Marina would have hated her.


The smooth image was tweaked only by the heap of carrier bags crawling up Susie’s arms. Susie never went out without a list of requirements for her family who seemed to have insatiable material needs. Whether these needs were determined by the family or by Susie herself, Marina had never managed to educe. Susie never went anywhere with just one purpose, one destination. Unless at least four tasks were achieved, then an outing was deemed a waste of time. When working, the lunch hour was earmarked for strategic shopping. Merely spending the hour eating lunch would be an unforgivable indulgence.


‘I was on my way home and realised I was out of bread so I stopped off here.’ She looked into Marina’s basket curiously. ‘Where’s the party, Moo Cow?’


Marina heard herself laugh too loudly, too animatedly. ‘It’s not a party exactly. No, what it is, funnily enough, is that, well you know I mentioned I had those friends with all the children … no? Well it must have been someone else I was telling, well anyway, they’re popping round tomorrow afternoon to pick up some Christmas presents and you know what kids are like, so fussy, but you can’t go wrong with cakes and crisps and the like, but then I didn’t know what sorts they would all prefer, kids being kids, so I thought the best thing would be to get lots of different things, just to be on the safe side.’ She came up for air.


Susie raised her eyebrows. ‘I hope they’re hungry. My God, you must be expecting the entire von Trapp family. Their parents must be more tolerant than I am. I won’t let Alice and Frederick near all that junk food. God, Moo, I remember how miserable you were as a fat child, I couldn’t see my kids go through that.’


Marina knew that it wouldn’t be long before the precocious twins rebelled against Quorn burgers and ‘fun’ packs of raisins to become accomplished secret bingers just as she had done at their age. She didn’t voice this certainty. ‘So, everything all right, Susie?’


‘Well, had a flare up of the old IBS yesterday. Had to go to the doctor. Got a prescription though God knows what good it’ll do. And did I tell you that I’ve been getting these pains in my head? That’s how brain tumours start, you know. And haemorrhages. The doctor said they were probably migraines. Told me to take paracetamol. I think he’s just too mean to send me for a brain scan now that he’s gone fundholding.’


Marina tried to regard Susie’s hypochondria for what it clearly was – the cry for attention of a woman who didn’t get enough attention elsewhere. The sobbing of a mother who devoted twenty-five hours a day to pleasing everyone else and wouldn’t pause for reflection unless a genuine pain (of imaginary source) brought her up short. Unfortunately, Marina just felt irritated. Hypochondria was yet another door closed to her.


She wished that she had the confidence to have irritable bowel syndrome and brain tumours instead of tummy aches and headaches. There was no point in a fat person going to the doctor. Whatever the symptoms, her weight would be blamed. ‘Sprained ankle? Must be all that extra weight putting you off balance. Chest infection? What do you expect when you put all that strain on your lungs? Nasty rash? Must be your body reacting to all the greasy food you eat. Broken arm? Shouldn’t try to load so much lard on to your fork, Fatty.’


Susie looked at her watch that didn’t have any numbers on the face and consequently made telling the time difficult. ‘Is that the time? Must dash. I’ve got to sew labels on the twin’s games kit. Oh and they’re supposed to take something in for “Show And Tell”. They’ll expect me to think of something different for each of them. They’ll ask Ken but he’ll get it wrong. It’s always up to me. And Ken’ll be pacing the floor. You know Ken. He’s like a hunter-gatherer, waiting to be fed the minute he gets through the door. If his food isn’t on the table when he gets in, he becomes positively Neanderthal.’


Marina couldn’t imagine Ken grunting or beating his chest. She thought he was more the muted sighing and silent suffering type, weary after a hard day’s statistical research. Nevertheless she allowed Susie to continue in her fantasy that she was married to Conan the Barbarian.


Susie was prattling on, oblivious to Marina’s distraction. ‘So, you’re still OK for tomorrow night, then?’


Saturday night. What about Saturday night? Marina quickly remembered an invitation to dinner that she’d accepted in a moment of weakness. She assumed her enthusiastic voice. ‘Oh, dinner. Yes absolutely. Can’t wait.’


‘That’s good. And you’re not on any of your silly diets at the moment, are you? Because I’ve got this fabulous recipe I want to try for lemon sorbet. A zillion calories, ofcourse. I’ll have to diet myself after a slice of that.’ She patted her non-existent stomach in mock shame. ‘That’ll be all right, won’t it?’


Marina smiled painfully. ‘Sounds great.’


Susie looked at Marina properly for the first time. ‘What’s wrong?’


Marina tried to pull her gurgling terrors into a coherent line of thought. Just as she was about to speak, she noticed Susie glance at her watch. It was a discreet glance, not meant to offend but the effect was the same. It reminded Marina brutally that Susie had commitments, had other people who needed her, had purpose. It hurt.


She smiled tightly. ‘Nothing’s wrong. Just a bit tired. I mustn’t keep you.’


Susie looked guilty. She looked guilty but she felt envious. She envied Marina her freedom; no commitments, no needy others making demands on her precious time. Her only worry was what cakes to buy for some visiting kids – kids that she could send home as soon as they became difficult.


She smiled equally tightly. ‘We’ll talk on Saturday. Sorry if I upset you by mentioning diets. I know you don’t like talking about… things like that. Anyway, I thought you were happy the way you are. You are, aren’t you?’


Ecstatic, Marina thought. ‘I’m fine Susie, honestly.’


‘Great! Well I’ll leave you to your shopping then. You take care. See you Saturday, Moo.’


Susie leaned across to kiss Marina, her thin lips drowning in a rice pudding cheek. As she walked away, Marina silently answered all the questions that her friend hadn’t thought to ask. Yes, business is going great. Yes I did win that new client I told you about last week. No of course I’m not seeing anyone at the moment. Yes I am earning more than you and Ken put together now. Yes I do look rather like Demis Roussos in this designer tablecloth I’m wearing. Yes, I do still stay at home and read third-rate romances most Saturday nights. Yes I do sometimes feel that my life is an utter failure. And yes, I do mind being called Moo Cow. It hurt when we were eleven and it hurts even more twenty years on.


She knew she was being unfair. Susie didn’t mean to appear selfish. She was just saturated with other things. When they met up for their nights out, Susie was the most attentive listener and the most sensitive of advisers. She just couldn’t function outside of her rigid compartments. Right now, she was in family providing/mother/housekeeper function. She couldn’t offer supportive friendship in this mode. It required a leap of concentration for which Susie did not have the energy.


Marina watched Susie picking up bread, eggs and cornflakes on her way to the checkout. She marvelled at Susie’s total indifference to the chocolate display in front of the till. In fact, she envied anyone who could shop without fear, who could look at a food counter without being consumed with sweaty desire. Finally, Susie left and Marina could return to her shopping.


She’d finished with the cakes section and was now moving up and down the other aisles, scanning labels with an expert eye, looking for new delights and old favourites to tempt her. She found her arm reaching out, of its own accord, towards tins of syrup sponge, baked beans with pork sausages, ravioli, fruit cocktail in heavy syrup, packets of trifle mix, savoury rice and pasta, a large frozen lasagne, a box of muesli. When she could get nothing more in her basket she struggled towards the till, where she added six or seven bars of chocolate. She felt obliged to explain to the uninterested check-out girl about the non-existent party she was planning. ‘I mean, personally, I don’t like all this sweet stuff, but if that’s what the kids want, what can you do?’


The girl looked bored. ‘That’ll be forty-two pounds seventeen.’


Marina handed over the cash and picked up her shopping bags with an anticipatory smile. She walked home quickly, resisting the temptation to take a chunk out of the walnut cake right there in the street. It was only the possibility of being caught in yet another illicit situation by Susie that stopped her.


She rushed through her front door and emptied the bags on to the living room floor. Her breathing was fast now and she was having difficulty tearing her way into the packets. She ripped open a bag of crisps with her teeth and pressed a fistful into her mouth. Her bulky body folded awkwardly on to the floor and she finished the rest of the crisps in a more relaxed state, licking off the salt and vinegar powder before letting the soggy potato residue dissolve on her tongue.


In an attempt to add a semblance of civilised order to her feeding frenzy, she liked to alternate sweet and savoury ‘courses’. She decided on the fondant fancies next.


When she was sixteen her mother, always effortlessly thin, had caught her eating a whole box of fondant fancies in her bedroom. The look of disgust on her mother’s face had stayed with her. She had vowed then that, when she left home, she would eat whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. Ever since, the fondant fancies always entered the stage early during a typical binge for Marina.


Delicately nibbling away at the soft pink icing, her little finger probed for the small knob of white cream. She mashed it against the roof of her mouth, luxuriating in its evocative synthetic tang. She dropped the small square of sponge back in the box and moved on to a yellow fancy. Then the chocolate. Ending up with eight pieces of naked cake, she quickly sprayed oven cleaner over them and threw them into the bin so that she wouldn’t return to them in the middle of the night. It almost made her feel in control. In her opinion, plain cake was a sheer waste of calories.


She went into the kitchen where she placed the frozen lasagne in the microwave and put on two saucepans of water, one for the steamed sponge pudding, one for the savoury rice. No longer caring about her sweet/savoury intentions, Marina started on the chocolate fudge dessert. Using her finger, she spooned the rich sugary topping into her mouth, barely tasting one scoop before shovelling in the next. The microwave pinged, signalling that the lasagne was cooked. She decided to pretend that she was a normal person so she served it out on to a plate and ate it with a fork and spoon.


She scraped the melted cheese and bland white sauce on to the spoon and slurped it noisily while oily puddles gathered at the corners of her lips. Rolling up the top layer of lasagne into a thick white sausage, she abandoned the cutlery and forced the whole doughy clump into her mouth. She mixed the next two layers of meat sauce and white sauce into a mottled gravy and dredged it in. She repeated the ritual until the plate was licked clean.


Next the muesli, one of her favourite eating moments. She poured a small quantity into a dish and delicately picked out all the nuts and pieces of coconut, the apricots and other fruits and seeds. Piece by piece she chewed the healthy morsels. She then discarded the oats and grains into the rubbish before pouring out a second helping. It killed almost ten minutes before she reached the bottom of the box. And it was fun.


Now she was ready to attack one of the tubs of ice cream which was melting satisfactorily. She dunked chunks of walnut cake into the creamy liquid, savouring the clash of sensations as the ice cream curdled with the cake’s buttercream filling. Her flat was now a tip of discarded wrappings and contaminated sponge remnants. Marina was eating more and more quickly, anxious to cram as much in as possible before nausea and stomach cramps prevented her from finishing the feast.


The savoury rice had boiled into into a clump of goo, studded with pieces of indeterminate vegetable in primary colours. Its blend of E numbers and dubious-sounding additives gave it a unique school dinner flavour that helped to eradicate all memory of her £50 lunchtime fish salad. She ate the beans and fruit cocktail straight from the tins.


Time was running out. The steamed syrup sponge was ready and the thought of it was making Marina feel queasy. Gamely she opened the tin and heaped a few dense spoonfuls into her crisp-and buttercream-ringed mouth. She couldn’t finish the pudding. She looked frantically at the untouched chocolate bars. It was against her rules to leave any comfort food unopened in her flat overnight so she simply had to get through it all.


She tried to concentrate on her breathing to stop herself from being sick. Filled with self-loathing, she ripped the paper from the chocolate and forced the brown opiate towards her bloated face. After the third bar, she began to gag. She lay flat out on the floor, her stomach stretched with pain. She pulled herself up with some final deepset vestige of motivation and reached for the magazine she had been reading the previous day. The pages opened at the article on dieting and Marina skipped to the relevant section.


Underneath a photograph of some smiling big women was the text that had attracted her attention: ‘5F – Fat Feminists Fighting the Flab Fascists. The new anti-dieting group are currently challenging media stereotypes of female beauty. 5F have already scored some notable successes with women who could barely remember a life not dominated by food and weight issues. With 5F’s counselling and group sessions they were transformed into confident people, who could eat without feeling guilty and who were happy, yes happy, with their size twenty lives …’


Marina didn’t believe that this was possible but she dialled the helpline number anyway. As she waited for her call to go through, she surveyed the fallout of her binge. Crisp and cake crumbs formed psychedelic patterns in the ice cream splodges on the carpet. Flecks of rice and meat competed with the loud floral print of her dress. She tentatively moved her hand to her face where she recoiled from the dried icing that had settled into the chasms between her chins.


Suddenly sensing something wet trickling over her lips, she had a horrifying suspicion that she was dribbling. Tracing the moisture back to her eyes, she was surprised to recognise her own unfamiliar tears.


Just as she was about to give up holding on, her call was connected. A strong, reassuring female voice answered.


‘This is the 5F helpline. My name is Gail. How can I help you?’


Marina heard a strange voice that she eventually identified as her own shouting down the phone in despair.


‘Just help me! Please, somebody help me!’





Chapter Two



Marina fondled her glass of champagne and tried to ignore the fact that she looked remarkably like an expensively upholstered armchair in her £190 drop-waist Paisley-print dress. In an attempt to prevent anyone trying to sit on her accidentally, she waved her arms around a lot, giving the impression that she was drunk or suffering from one of those fashionable nervous diseases known by their initials.


She laboured to keep up a superficial conversation with the other two people in the room. One was a big Sindy doll. She was a PR executive working for the same company as Susie (another glorified secretary, thought Marina) and her husband was in construction marketing (a brick salesman, she decided bitchily). Sindy Doll could have been Susie. Same blonde bob, same smudge-free make-up accentuating the utterly regular features on the same bony face, same eyes unencumbered with telling laughter lines, same body constructed entirely of angles without a single curve. Brick Salesman could have been Ken. Same weak features, same mouth dragged down by apathy, same rounded shoulders, same flat hair with incipient bald patch. They were all thin, the lot of them.


Susie flitted into the room in a tiny black sheath with cap sleeves that made her look like a bat. Marina scrutinised the line of the dress looking for evidence that two hideous children had once sought sanctuary behind that narrow, taut abdomen. Not a bulge could be seen. If anything, Susie’s stomach bordered on the concave. And whatever structure held up that perfect bust at the perfect angle, it certainly wasn’t cantilevered the way Marina’s bras had to be just to stop her bust from sweeping the floor. Susie smelt of perfume, hairspray and new clothes. She smelt of physical confidence and sexual self-awareness. She smelt like the prettiest girl in the class.


‘Moo Cow, come and meet someone.’ Susie dragged Marina from the depths of the sofa until they were both standing, both a little puffed from the exertion. Marina followed her friend into the kitchen where Susie’s hunter-gatherer Ken and another man were locked in work-talk.


Marina wanted to faint or die or disappear. She was about to be partnered for the evening with someone who looked like a film star. She could hardly bear to wait for that moment when the stranger acknowledged her, that unpreventable look of horror and embarrassment on his face when he realised that he was being paired with the fat lady. Why did Susie keep doing this to her?


‘David, this is my friend that I was telling you about. Moo Cow, this is David Sandhurst. He’s a research scientist at Perrico where Ken works. You won’t believe this but you two have a lot in common.’


I believe it, thought Marina wryly. We probably both go to the same gym and share a fondness for morning jogs and All-Bran for breakfast. I can tell these things.


She smiled bravely, in the sure knowledge that God was not going to be kind to her and send her a stroke or heart attack to save her from total mortification. She adopted her professional persona and held out her hand to the poor man as he turned round to greet her properly. ‘Marina Riesenthal …’


‘But everyone calls her Moo Cow!’ Susie interrupted cheerfully. David ignored the interruption. ‘Pleased to meet you Marina. Ken and Susie have told me a lot about you.’ He took her hand and not for a second did his eyes wander below her face. Marina felt reassured while remaining fully aware that her bulk was so great that even the most inefficient peripheral vision could scarcely avoid the rest of her mass.


Susie hovered excitedly as the two shook hands. ‘Wait till David tells you what he’s working on, Moo. You’ll die.’


Wishing a similar fate on Susie, Marina turned away until she and David were physically excluding all outsiders from their conversation. Susie left them to it. Her job was complete and she had another hundred jobs to do. She never stood still. Too much to do. Lives to organise. Order to restore. Impossible standards to maintain.


‘She can be a bit over the top, I’m afraid,’ Marina apologised. David smiled and Marina immediately lost her appetite in a flurry of collywobbles. He whispered conspiratorially. ‘That’s all right. I’ve known Susie for a while now. You get used to her. You’ve known her for years, haven’t you?’


‘Over twenty, actually. Hard to believe, sometimes.’


David looked at her quizzically. ‘I hope you won’t think I’m being rude …’


Marina took a sharp breath, having a wider experience than most of just how rude ‘rude’ could be. ‘… but you and Susie don’t seem to have a lot in common.’


Marina breathed out quickly. ‘You mean because we look so different?’


‘Not at all. I just mean as people. From what I hear, you have a fantastic career, you travel all over the world with your job, you have a lovely flat, you’re not tied down with family in any way. You’ve achieved so much. Whereas Susie …’


Susie had a job rather than a career. She had a husband and children instead of an eating disorder. She had a big sprawling house instead of a tasteful, compact shoebox. She had a life instead of an actuality.


David continued, ‘I know I shouldn’t be saying this to her best friend, but she is a bit, well, shallow.’


Marina felt indignant on her friend’s behalf. ‘Then you don’t know her as well as you think. She’s not shallow so much as … preoccupied. She simply doesn’t have the time to spare for philosophical discussions. She’s a working mother, you know. And she doesn’t just work full-time – she’s on committees for voluntary work, and she’s involved with the twins’ school associations. And she gives dinner parties at least twice a week. And have you seen the garden? That’s all her work.’


David looked taken aback by this catalogue of frenetic activity. So did Marina. It was only when she itemised Susie’s life like this that she spotted the thread of desperation weaving chaotically through it. She didn’t have time to analyse this fresh insight because David seemed anxious to appease her with a sincere apology.


‘I didn’t mean to offend you by criticising your friend. I was just making a casual observation. I’m sorry.’


‘No, I’m sorry. You’re right, in a way, that we don’t appear to have much in common. I went on the defensive because I thought … well, that you were talking about something else. Of course we’re different people to the teenagers who swapped bubble gum stickers and swooned over David Cassidy. We’ve grown in separate directions. But the one thing Susie and I will always have in common is our past. If that makes sense to you.’


David considered this. ‘I have to say that I’ve never understood women’s friendships. They always seem to be based on something tenuous – a coincidence of working environment, a shared love of Mexican food, a hatred of men. I suppose I’m really a bit jealous. Men never seem to form those bonds that last years and transcend all changes in status or circumstances. I don’t seem to have friends as such. What I have is the odd drinking companion who likes watching old Spurs matches on video or work colleague who has as little to go home to as I do.’


Marina was no longer holding in her stomach or clenching her buttocks. She was even drinking her champagne without a trace of self-consciousness. She was relaxed and enjoying herself in this man’s company.


Marina recalled articles she had read in magazines as a teenager which dictated that men love to talk about themselves and are flattered by a woman’s attention. She decided to follow this advice and hoped that she didn’t appear coy. ‘So what exactly are you working on that’s going to make me die?’


David looked excited. ‘Well, it’s still at a very early stage, but I seem to have stumbled on a drug that causes fast weight loss.’ He waited eagerly for Marina’s reaction.


Bang, the balloon popped. Marina was the fat woman again. She saw immediately that she was merely a useful experimental subject, someone who would obviously have an overwhelming interest in any issue related to weight control. The only reason that he hadn’t paid any attention to her body was because he didn’t need to. He knew that she was enormous. He had already learned from Susie and Ken that she weighed a sufficiently massive number of kilograms to fall into his sphere of research.


She cleared her throat before answering. ‘That’s fascinating. I would imagine that such a drug could make its inventor very rich considering that over fifty per cent of women in the UK alone are overweight.’


‘And the other fifty per cent think that they are overweight,’ David joked.


Marina laughed politely without pleasure. She was aware that this handsome stranger was looking at her with a thoughtful expression she had never encountered before. She knew about freak show curiosity and judgemental disdain, but this scientist was appraising her like … like an exhibit. She didn’t understand what was going on and she didn’t like the uncertainty.


Several seconds of heavy silence followed during which they both fiddled with their clothes and pretended to listen to the Phil Collins CD that Ken thought appropriate, taking into account the mean age of the gathering.


They both jumped when Susie’s bright voice summoned them into the dining room where the next course of the nightmare was about to be served up. Marina found herself placed in between David and Ken. Relieved at least to be spared a continuation of Brick Salesman’s diatribe on the government’s lack of support for cement manufacturers which he had started earlier, she gave her full attention to Ken.


‘So how’s work, Ken?’


Ken looked startled and Marina thought she must be shouting, a tendency of hers after a drink or two. ‘Er … good actually. I expect David has told you about the exciting development. It’ll really put Perrico on the map if it works. ‘


‘He mentioned something about a new drug, yes.’


‘The fat pill. Oh, I mean, sorry Moo, that’s just what we call it. I’m not saying, you know …’


She knew.


Susie floated in bearing a platter of raw vegetables and two tiny dishes of dips. ‘Now tuck in, but don’t go too mad – there’s a huge main course and a positively sinful pudding to come! Make sure you leave room.’ Marina was starving. She had got through the day on only an apple, two Ryvitas and a Valium that she had taken to help her sleep through the worst of the hunger pains in the afternoon. She felt that she could have eaten all the crudités as well as the ceramic dish in the shape of a Savoy cabbage and still had room for a side of beef. Still, she comforted herself that at least fat people were allowed to eat raw vegetables without attracting accusing looks from fellow diners.


They all oohed and aahed obediently and pretended to be spoilt for choice between a cauliflower floret and a mange tout. Marina watched Susie and Sindy Doll pick at their starters and copied them, floret for floret. She noticed that all the men were helping themselves to warm bread rolls and buttering them liberally. Five hundred calories before they’ve even picked up a fork and they don’t care, she thought resentfully.


She observed David shovelling bread into his mouth as if he hadn’t eaten for ages. The truth was that he hadn’t eaten for ages. But no one could have guessed why.


Marina was forced to concede that the dip was delicious. You could say what you liked about Susie’s anorexic attitude towards portion control but she had a way with sauces and dips. They were always sinfully creamy and tangy. Susie recognised her talent and consequently refused to divulge any of her recipes.


It was her culinary mantra: ‘I have a secret ingredient – you wouldn’t believe me if I told you!’


Marina was almost relieved that she didn’t have the recipe – it was one less delicacy to add to her bingeing routine.


The trouble with raw vegetables (apart from the subsequent flatulence) is the impossibility of chewing them quietly. Marina found herself sucking the broccoli until it was mushy enough to bite through without drawing attention to herself. The whole exercise made conversation difficult and only Phil Collins punctuated the hum of pulsing jaws.


Susie, who declared herself ‘stuffed’ after the second stick of celery, decided that enough eating had been done and that it was time for proper dinner party chat. Please God, don’t let her start on about slimming pills, Marina prayed silently. ‘Has David told all of you about his amazing discovery?’ Susie asked her guests. Nobody replied, everyone too busy attempting to remove bits of baby corn from between their teeth with their tongues.


Susie carried on, oblivious to Marina’s grim expression. ‘Oh David, you’re too modest! I would have thought you’d have announced it to the whole world by now. David’s invented a pill that makes you lose weight and it doesn’t matter what you eat or how much exercise you do. Isn’t that fantastic? I’m trying to persuade him to give me some to try so that I can get rid of my enormous thighs but he won’t be swayed.’


There was an awkward pause while Susie stared at Ken expectantly. Ken stopped picking his teeth and delivered the required lines. ‘You haven’t got enormous thighs, Susie. You haven’t got enormous anything. You’re as slim as a model.’


Susie laughed in surprise as if she hadn’t trained her husband to produce this response on cue many times over the years. ‘Oh, you’re just saying that. I’m as fat as a horse! Anyway, David’s going to be terribly famous and he’s going to make Perrico a stack of money. Don’t be shy, David. We’re all agog with excitement.’ David sighed. Much as he loved attention, he preferred to show off on a full stomach and he had already guessed that it was going to take a lot of bread rolls to compensate for the meagre meal ahead.


But he knew his duties as a guest. ‘There’s really not much to say at this stage. It definitely works on mice and it appears to work on people although testing is still at a very early stage.’ Ken choked on a piece of carrot, aware that David had already tried the drug on himself, breaking every rule and ethical guideline in the book. Sindy Doll became animated as she considered all the possibilities. ‘So would it work on anyone, no matter what they weighed, or only on the absolutely gross?’


Marina drank a full glass of wine down in one miserable gulp. She was not having a good time. This conversation was probably going to embrace every synonym for ‘fat’ through the alphabet from ‘adipose’ to ‘Zeppelin-like’.


David was considering Sindy’s question. ‘In principle, it should work on anyone. Everyone burns off fat at a certain rate. If you are underweight, your fat burner is a little over-efficient. If you are of the correct weight, then your thermostat is correctly tuned. If you are overweight …’


Then you’re a greedy pig who deserves to be the size of a missile silo. Marina switched off from the lecture. She’d read all the books, all the articles. She knew all about fat burners and faulty thermostats. And dodgy thyroids. And genetic predispositions. And hormonal problems. She also knew that, in common with many other obese women, she was big because she compulsively ate thousands of calories up to the point when she became too weak physically to continue eating. They could switch her thermostat up to a level capable of causing nuclear fission but she would still eat until she was sick.


‘Moo Cow?’ Susie’s voice roused her from her thoughts. Everyone was staring. A question had been levelled at her and she hadn’t been listening. Great. This would confirm their suspicions that fat people are all stupid. She shook her head with a big smile as if she were a scatterbrained girlie caught enjoying a suitably inappropriate daydream. ‘Sorry, I was miles away! What did you say?’


Susie repeated the question patiently. ‘We were all wondering what you thought of David’s miracle pill. I mean, of course, you’d want to take it, everyone will want to take it, but what sort of effect would it have on your life?’


Marina considered this carefully. She sensed five pairs of eyes scrutinising the monster before them and trying unsuccessfully to picture her without a hundred or so surplus pounds. She surprised herself with her answer. ‘I’m not so sure that everyone would want to take the pill. I’m not even sure that I would want to try it myself.” They all laughed riotously at the absurdity of her disclaimer: the fat woman saying that she wouldn’t take a magic weight-loss pill! Hilarious! Ridiculous! Marina read their thin-person’s minds: for God’s sake, if they had the sort of weight problem that she had, they’d inject themselves with toxic waste if there was a billionth of a chance that it might slim them down without actually killing them. And if it did kill them, well, better dead than fat.


David stopped laughing first. ‘No, seriously, Marina, I’m interested in your opinions. What do you think people’s attitude will be?’


Marina snorted. ‘You know damn well what their attitude will be. You are playing to the very depths of women’s insecurity. Most women will pay anything for it, they won’t even consider the implications of what they’re doing.’


‘What are the implications apart from the prospect of a good figure without having to struggle for it?’ David asked.


‘That’s exactly it!’ Marina pointed out excitedly. ‘If you don’t have to struggle for it, then …’ she tapered off, not having the slightest idea where her argument was going.


Susie knew precisely where the argument was going. ‘Oh Moo Cow, that’s just so bloody typical of you. Everything has to be difficult. You won’t ever make things easy on yourself. I remember when we were doing O-level Maths and Julia Drummond got hold of the exam paper in advance. You were the only one in the class who didn’t buy a copy and you were the only one who didn’t get an A.’


Marina remembered the humiliation of that C grade well. ‘What is so wrong with not wanting to cheat?’


Susie looked at her in disbelief. ‘What is so wrong is that everybody cheats when they get the chance. By not cheating when you have an easy opportunity, you are choosing to make life harder than it has to be. God, there are plenty of occasions where you just have to deal with what’s being dealt to you. When there’s a simple way out, what is so wrong with taking it?’


Marina never cheated. Except on diets where she was capable of lying to herself about that teensy chocolate gateau she ate in four mouthfuls when she was standing by the kitchen door. She could also ‘forget’ the odd 500 calories of dry roasted peanuts eaten in the car. She even half-believed the fib that calories didn’t count if you ate them standing up or if no one saw you eat them.


But her biggest cheat of all was the lie that she was now telling. A pill to make her thin? Who was she kidding? Of course she would take it. She wouldn’t tell anyone though. She’d claim that she was losing weight on a super-strict diet and that she had finally discovered willpower. But the lie had been spoken and she had to keep it going. ‘I just think that it’s tampering with nature. It could have all sorts of dangers to our bodies or to future generations that simply wouldn’t show up immediately. Like Thalidomide.’


The Sindy doll’s voice was brittle as she laid into Marina. ‘Are you saying that it’s natural to be hideously overweight? Or that it’s healthy? Surely it’s better to take something to get down to a normal weight, even if there are risks, than to have strokes and heart attacks because all your arteries are clogged with grease and your organs can’t bear the strain of so much extra weight?’


Marina could feel herself redden with this transparent attack on her own body. Susie leaped to her defence. ‘I think that’s being a bit mean to Moo Cow. Some people can’t help being on the large side. Take Moo. She hardly eats enough to keep a sparrow alive and look at her. It’s probably glandular or something like that. And anyway, what you’re forgetting is that some fat women are happy the way they are. You can’t force someone to get thin if they don’t want to.’ She tossed a supportive, conspiratorial smile towards Marina who cringed at this naive judgement.


Susie continued. ‘But I have to say, Moo, that you’re being very blinkered in your refusal to even consider this pill. It’s like I’ve always said to you. I know how well you’ve done in your career but you’ve had to work like a maniac to get there. You’ve said it yourself – thin, pretty women always have an easier ride to the top. I’m not saying that it’s your fault that you’re overweight, but you’ve never really tried to sort yourself out. Just think how much easier your life would have been if you’d just addressed the problem with real commitment.’


She softened, aware that Marina might be feeling self-conscious at this public undressing. ‘Sorry. I just get carried away because I hate watching you have to fight for everything. You deserve an easier life. And I’d love to see you settle down. I hate thinking of you all alone.’


Every muscle in Marina’s body was tense. She was developing a headache and a backache and she desperately wanted to go to the bathroom but was terrified that she’d be talked about if she left the room. She practised some controlled breathing that she’d learned from a pregnant secretary and waited for the tension to leave her.


Ken intervened at this point. ‘Perhaps Marina doesn’t need a man as much as you do, Susie.’ A glance was exchanged between the two which seemed weighed down with meaning. Marina made a mental note to probe Susie on this when they next went out. Susie’s lips thinned to a needle-thin red line. She recovered well and began collecting the plates that had hardly been used. ‘I’ll just go and get the main course. Perhaps you could help me, Ken?’ Ken rightly interpreted this request as a direct order and obeyed without hesitation. He followed his wife into the kitchen where angry mutterings could be heard above the soporific lull of Chris De Burgh who had taken over the cabaret from Phil Collins.


David started to speak, much to the annoyance of Sindy (and Marina if she was being honest) who was trying to hear what Susie and Ken were rowing about. ‘I hope I haven’t embarrassed you, Marina. It must seem as if we’re all getting at you but I didn’t mean it to have that effect. The thing is, no matter how much we all pussyfoot around it, you are larger than average and my pill could transform your life, I think for the better. I’m genuinely interested in what you think about it.’


Marina sighed. ‘David, have you ever heard of a group called 5F?’


David looked puzzled. ‘Are they in the charts?’


Marina laughed despite her misery. ‘They’re not a pop group. They are an organisation of like-minded women all opposing social pressures to conform to slim stereotypes. 5F stands for ‘Fat Feminists Fighting the Flab Fascists’. They … we … are all overweight by contemporary standards but are all happy to be that way. They … we … eat what we like, never weigh ourselves and refuse to be browbeaten by the fashion industry and the tyrannical rules laid down by the glossy women’s magazine dictatorships.’ She was impressed by her own eloquence even though she was merely reciting, parrot-fashion, the text of the article she had read a few days earlier. Her first 5F meeting was not for another week and she hadn’t decided definitely to attend until this evening’s debacle.
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