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What Lucy’s fans say… 


‘Wonderful characters and the stories are always great, with twists and turns’ Gemma


‘Lucy’s books are as snuggly as a blanket, as warm as a cup of tea and as welcoming as family’ Cheryl


‘Full of friendship, family and how when life throws something at you, you have to fight back!’ Emily


‘A skilful writer with the ability to place herself in anyone’s shoes’ Sue


‘Lucy’s books make me smile, cry and give me happiness, a little bit of escapism from everyday life. Page turners I just can’t put down!’ Mandy











  Chapter One




  Stuffed




  Maddie




  Most embarrassing moment ever? I’ve had a few. One was when I walked down Harborne High Street with my skirt accidentally tucked into my knickers. I noticed people

  sniggering and pointing but assumed they were just the usual type of idiots who think overweight people are either deaf or totally immune to hurtful comments.




  When a kind woman eventually stopped me outside the Oxfam shop to tell me that I was giving pedestrians a cheeky eyeful (in both senses of the word), I thought I might die with sheer

  mortification. Someone actually cheered as I yanked my skirt down at the back to cover myself up, and I felt my face flood with hot, humiliated colour. It took two almond croissants and a large

  cappuccino at Caffé Nero before I could even think about venturing out onto the street again.




  Needless to say, that haunted me for ages, but then something happened at work last summer that was even more cringeworthy. More embarrassing, even, than the time I was seven years old and got

  my head stuck in a gate (for over an hour), or when I fell backwards into a lake trying to take a photo of my family.




  I worked part-time at one of the big radio stations in Birmingham and I loved it. Well, I had done until recently, anyway. Radio had been a friend to me ever since I was a shy teenager in the

  shadow of my glamour-puss mum. My dad was long gone by then – and good riddance to him – so it was just the two of us, me and Mum, at home. I say just the two of us, but she

  wasn’t exactly one for the quiet life. She’d throw cocktail parties and soirées every weekend, filling the house with chic, tinkly-laughing friends and hearty blokes with booming

  voices from the theatre. I was always invited to join them, but the thought terrified me so much, I’d inevitably huddle upstairs with my radio and a bag of pick ’n’ mix

  instead.




  That radio kept me company on many, many evenings. My favourite DJ was a honey-voiced guy called Alex Morley who made me feel as if he was speaking just to me. I imagined him as tall and rangy

  with shaggy, sandy-coloured hair, sparkling blue eyes and battered denim jeans. (Think sexy Sawyer from Lost, with a Dudley accent.) I would sit curled up in my beanbag, munching jelly

  snakes and flicking through Smash Hits magazine while Alex played me tunes. Imagine how gutted I was when Mum sent off for a signed photo of him for me and he turned out to be jowly and

  slightly boss-eyed with what looked suspiciously like a bad comb-over.




  No matter. I was already in love with the power of radio, how it made me feel less alone, how I was able to lose myself in that world. I forgave Alex his bad hair and well-covered cheekbones

  (who was I to talk, anyway?) and began coveting a dream that never really went away – that one day it would be me talking into a microphone, making somebody else feel more connected to the

  world . . .




  Not that that was likely in my job, unfortunately. I was a broadcast assistant at Brum FM, and had been lucky enough to work for Chip Barrett, the smooth-tongued silver fox who’d

  presented the lunchtime slot for years and was a big favourite among ‘ladies of a certain age’. But since the new controller, Andy, had come in, he’d been trying to make the

  station cooler and more current. So poor old Chip had been relegated to the dawn shift, and his programme now went out between two and six in the morning. Meanwhile, they’d only gone and

  hired the meanest bitch in the country to take his place . . . and that was who I currently had the misfortune to work for.




  ‘Good morning, Birmingham! This is Collette McMahon, here to put a twinkle in your eye and a smile on your face,’ she would say at the start of her show every day. Ironic really,

  because while she was saying all that nicey-nice stuff, she’d usually be gesturing ferociously at me or pressing Send on an email that read ‘MADDIE, WE ARE OUT OF COFFEE IN

  HERE!!!!’




  This inevitably made me feel like slapping her – This is Maddie Lawson, here to put a sharp stick in your eye and a smack on your face, Collette! – because one, I hated emails

  in capitals (way too shouty), and two, it wasn’t my job to make her sodding coffee, and well she knew it.




  (And did I mention that she was whip-thin and very attractive, with shoulder-length black hair and smoky grey eyes? Just to make matters worse.)




  On this particular day, Collette was late. Again. Her show started at eleven in the morning, and we were both meant to be in for ten o’clock on the dot so that we could go through the

  running order with the producer, Becky, and get everything ready in plenty of time. When Chip was doing the show, he was always in the studio from nine, writing his links and deliberating over his

  playlist – a consummate professional. But Collette breezed in whenever she fancied it. The first week she’d generally made it to her desk by 10.15, but on this day it was nearer 10.30

  when she finally sauntered through the door.




  ‘Jeez, it’s hot out there,’ she said, slinging her bag onto the desk and pushing her big designer sunglasses up onto her head. She had a loud, rather posh voice – she was

  from Surrey, originally – and liked everyone to know that she had entered the building. ‘How are we doing? All set for a great show?’




  Becky looked irritated. ‘Collette . . . you tell me,’ she replied. ‘Where have you been?’




  Collette pulled a face. ‘No need to get uptight,’ she said. She glanced in my direction as if noticing me for the first time. ‘Get us a coffee, love, I’m parched. Bit of

  a late one last night.’




  No please, note. And that annoying ‘love’, as if I was sixteen and a work-experience girl or something, when I was actually a year older than her, the stupid cow.




  I was about to rise out of my seat when Becky put a hand on my arm to stop me.




  ‘Maddie doesn’t have time to run around making you coffee,’ she said coldly. ‘We need her here with us to prepare for the show. So . . . if you’re ready,

  let’s go through today’s running order. We’re on air in less than half an hour now, so let’s make it quick.’




  Looking miffed, Collette shouted through to one of the secretaries for coffee instead, glaring daggers at me as if it were my fault.




  Finally, we were able to get down to business. Collette’s show was a mixture of music and chat with different phone-ins and quizzes according to the day of the week. Part of my job was to

  put together the skeleton running order for Becky’s approval, research local news items Collette might want to talk about, and arrange guest interviews. Chip had always liked the

  human-interest stories – the Good Samaritan in the street, or the local girl with leukaemia who was getting treated to a Disneyland trip, that sort of thing. Becky and I were still finding

  our feet with Collette’s taste. So far, she only seemed interested in poking fun at celebrities and passing on gossipy rumours.




  ‘Okay,’ I started, going through my notes. ‘So we’ve got the midweek phone-in at 11.15 – we could do something about the school summer holidays starting

  soon—’




  ‘Nah.’




  I gaped in shock at the way Collette had cut me dead. ‘Um . . . well, lots of our listeners are mums, so—’




  ‘So the last thing they want to talk about is school bloody holidays, babe!’ she snorted. ‘Ever heard of escapism? What else have you got?’




  I glanced down at my notes, my face burning. Chip would never have spoken to me like that. ‘Well . . . the Birmingham Restaurant Awards are tonight,’ I began tentatively. ‘So

  maybe . . .’




  She clicked her teeth. ‘Not very sexy,’ she said. ‘Look, leave it with me – I’ll come up with something better for the phone-in. What else?’




  And so it went on, with Becky getting similar treatment. Collette didn’t like the sound of Phil the Chef’s Wednesday Recipe – ‘It’s kind of dull, isn’t it?

  Get him to give us another one, something more exotic.’ She rolled her eyes at the mention of the samba band who were coming in to play some tunes, and actually yawned when Becky reminded her

  about the Midday Quiz.




  ‘We’d better set up,’ Becky snapped at that point, twisting one of her auburn corkscrew curls taut around her finger (always a bad sign). ‘Collette, you’re just

  going to have to wing the rest, I’m afraid. Maddie, can you keep on top of the links, please.’




  ‘No worries,’ Collette said, cool as a cucumber, sashaying into the studio.




  ‘Of course,’ I said, not feeling in the slightest bit cool. I was used to live radio programmes now, of course, but Chip always ran a tight ship, with every minute of the three-hour

  programme accounted for. With Collette discounting half the material Becky and I had put together, the running order was looking horribly light.




  I needn’t have worried, though. Collette had plenty to say. Most of it was stuff she’d got straight out of the Sun, and there was quite a long phone-in that revolved around

  slagging off the Big Brother contestants before she started a monologue about whether or not she was going to get her hair cut short at the weekend.




  Then she segued into her bombshell.




  ‘You’ve got to look your best for summer, isn’t that right, people?’ she cooed into the mike. ‘That’s why I’m starting the Make Birmingham Beautiful

  campaign right here, right now. For the next few months, all my team at Brum FM are going to embark on a new beauty regime.’




  Becky looked flustered. ‘What’s she talking about?’ she hissed to me. We were sitting a few metres away from Collette, but separated from her by the studio’s soundproof

  glass panel. ‘Do you know anything about this?’




  ‘No,’ I said, feeling nervous. I didn’t like the spiteful light in Collette’s eyes as she glanced over at me.




  ‘I, for example, will be road-testing some beauty goodies kindly sent to us by the Bliss Spa at Perfect Body Gym,’ she wittered. ‘And I’ll be posting “before”

  and “after” photos on my DJ blog, so watch out for those! I’ve also got some hair lotions and potions from Saks for Becky, our lovely producer, to try out.’




  Becky smiled – with relief, I think – and gave Collette a thumbs-up.




  ‘What about our hunky controller, Andy Fleming?’ Collette continued. ‘Now, he’s my boss, so I’ve got a special treat for him – a Man Spa session at Serenity

  – the lucky fella! Let’s hope he remembers that when it comes to the annual pay rise, eh, Andy?’ She laughed at her own joke, then her gaze swivelled to me. I felt like a mouse

  being eyed up by a cobra and flinched.




  ‘As for Maddie, our super assistant . . .’ Collette cooed, her eyes glittering. She paused for a moment, then smiled a killer smile. ‘Well . . . she’s on a mission to

  beat the bulge! Yes, that’s right – Maddie’s going to try out a FatBusters weight-watching class. There are sessions running in all sorts of places around the city, so log on to

  our website if you’re interested in losing a few pounds yourself. I’ll let you know how we all get on in a fortnight, so don’t miss that . . .’




  Snap. The mouse was history, the cobra victorious.




  My hands were trembling, my mouth was dry and I felt a huge lump in my throat as if I was going to cry with embarrassment. It took every last shred of pride I had not to walk out of the studio

  there and then.




  ‘Are you all right, Maddie?’ Becky asked in concern. Collette had put on the latest Girls Aloud track and was bopping around as if she hadn’t a care in the world.




  I couldn’t look at her, or reply. Collette’s words were still sinking in, stinging through me. She’s on a mission to beat the bulge! Maddie’s going to try out a

  FatBusters weight-watching class!




  The horrible, horrible woman. The bitch. Everyone had been given nice treats, except me. I’d been made the laughing stock.




  ‘Maddie? Are you okay?’




  I nodded mutely at Becky, not trusting myself to speak. Collette McMahon had just told thousands of listeners that I was fat and needed to do something about it. She had humiliated me in front

  of the whole city.




  I put my big fat head in my big fat hands and wished the world would go away.




  I was skinny as a child. Tall and skinny, long bony legs and pointy elbows. But somehow or other, that all changed. Somehow or other, I got bigger and bigger and bigger until I

  was five foot ten and seventeen stone. Half woman, half dumpling, that was me.




  I would feel people’s gazes upon me in the supermarket. Their eyes would swerve from me straight into my trolley, obviously expecting to see a teetering mountain of crisps and chocolate

  biscuits piled high. I’d ignore them and load in more fruit and vegetables. They weren’t expecting that, were they? I enjoyed the looks of surprise. Mind you, they didn’t know

  that I ordered the other stuff online. It came in a van when the children were at school – my secret treats: slabs of cheese, bags of Kettle Chips and those funsize chocolate bars you give

  out at children’s parties. See, I’m being good, I’d tell myself as I ripped open a mini Mars bar and sank my teeth into it. Only a titchy little bar of chocolate for

  me!




  Then I’d go and spoil it by scoffing another four later in the day, but somehow managed to overlook that. Anyway, I ate those ones standing up at the cupboard. That doesn’t

  count, I convinced myself.




  The problem was, I loved food. Always had done. I could read a recipe book just for the sheer enjoyment – mmmm, chicken pie and mashed potato with gravy . . . oooh, loin of pork with

  garlic and bay leaves . . . marinated lamb on rosemary potatoes . . . I would sit in bed trying not to salivate on the pages.




  And entertaining – oh, yes. Loved it. Nothing better than friends and family around the table, kitchen steaming with fragrant cooking smells, me flushed in the face and happy, serving up a

  huge roast, a tray of Yorkshires, crispy golden spuds and all the trimmings. The oohs and ahhhs and this is so delicious and Maddie, you’re a star! What was not to

  like?




  The flipside was, I hated the way I looked. Loathed it. I didn’t bother checking in the mirror any more – I didn’t want to play count-the-chins. The fat seemed to have crept

  all over me like a wobbly pink covering. I bulged over my kneecaps. There were distinct, countable rolls around my waist. You could barely see my ankles, they were so puffy. When I sat down, I

  always worried I’d break the chair.




  I dreamed of having slim, shapely legs again, a flat stomach, a handful of a bottom. I secretly wished I had the bottle (and money) for liposuction or a tummy tuck.




  Thankfully Paul didn’t seem to mind. Paul was my husband and he liked big girls. ‘More to hold onto,’ he said fondly, if rather unromantically. ‘You still look like a

  princess to me, babe.’




  At least one of us thought so, eh?




  The very next day, things got worse still. More humiliation. More embarrassment. It was the mums’ race at my kids’ school sports day: welcome to Hell.




  That morning, I was light-headed from a sleepless night, still feeling vulnerable from the embarrassment of the day before. Sensing weakness, my daughter Emma pounced.




  ‘Mum, have you remembered it’s sports day this afternoon?’ she asked. ‘You are going, aren’t you?’




  ‘Um . . .’ I began, buttering toast, my back to her and her brother. I had the afternoon off and I’d planned to get the shears out and do some major hacking in the jungle that

  was our neglected back garden.




  ‘Oh go on, Mum, you never come to sports day!’ Ben complained. ‘All the other mums do.’




  ‘I really want you to see me in the three-legged race with Amber,’ Emma added. ‘We’ve been practising loads and we’re dead fast. We might even win!’




  I kept schtum. The thing was, I was quite happy to watch them running races up and down the playing field, but I’d heard all the horror stories about the obligatory mums’ race

  from years gone by, and there was absolutely no way on earth I was getting dragged into that.




  ‘It is my last year at Highbridge,’ Emma went on, an accusing note appearing in her voice. ‘And you haven’t come to one single sports day. Last year, when I won

  the sack race, I really wished you’d been there, but—’




  I was starting to feel harassed. I’m not my sharpest at 7.45 in the morning and stood no chance against the wiles of a ten-year-old girl.




  ‘I do have a job!’ I pointed out, bringing the plate of toast to the table and helping myself to a slice.




  ‘Not this afternoon,’ Emma countered smartly. ‘You only do a half-day on Thursday, don’t you? You can easily make it.’ Her eyes narrowed, and then she delivered the

  sucker punch. ‘If you’re interested, that is. If you care!’




  ‘Oh, Emma,’ I sighed. ‘Of course I care!’ Her words stung me with guilt. ‘Oh . . . okay, then,’ I found myself saying, defeated. One poxy sports day. One

  stupid mums’ race, which would be over in a matter of minutes. How bad could it be?




  This bad, was the answer, I realized several hours later. I was tense even before the gun had gone off – my heart jumpy, my whole body clenched with nerves. A fat sun glared down,

  bathing us all in harsh white light. The other runners were muttering to one other in low voices, but I was so churned up inside, I couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t move. Why had I

  allowed myself to get talked into this?




  The mums alongside me on the starting line all seemed to be wearing skimpy vest tops and shorts, sunlight bouncing off their toned, tanned skin. I was the blob on the horizon, the only one in

  fat-lady slacks and a long baggy top, showing as little flesh as possible. All of a sudden, I wished I hadn’t had that fourth piece of toast for breakfast. Or the lunchtime bag of thick salty

  chips. Or the Snowdonia of cakes and chocolate and cheese and pasta I’d scoffed in the last week . . .




  Shut up, Maddie, I told myself. What’s done is done. Besides, there were two beaming faces in the crowd, waving and making encouraging thumbs-up signs at me. The knot

  inside melted a little as I remembered how lovely it had been watching Emma and her friend Amber win second place in the three-legged race, a triumph of hasty hobbling, their faces radiant with

  smiles as they crossed the line. And as for Ben’s look of sheer joy when he’d surged past the other Year Twos to romp home in first place in the egg and spoon race . . . bless him,

  I’d had to stop myself from punching the air in pride. Goodness only knew how a tubster like me had ever managed to produce two such lithe, athletic children.




  There was an undercurrent of jostling at the start line as Mrs Gable, the deputy head, looked our way and held up the starting pistol. Near me in the crowd I noticed Vanessa Gray, wearing

  expensive-looking running shoes, with that glint in her eye – the same determined look I’d seen at many PTA meetings in the past when she’d ensured the vote had gone her way on

  the summer fair stall allocations and the venue for the PTA committee night out. I clocked her surreptitiously sliding her left elbow in front of Jane Willis and inching her foot forward.




  ‘On your marks . . .’




  Oh God. This was really happening. Fear sloshed around inside me like water in a washing machine.




  ‘Get set . . .’




  Vanessa Gray was tensed, knees slightly bent, a jaguar poised to spring in Lycra cycling shorts and a perfect, glossy ponytail.




  BANG!




  We were off – forty or so mums pounding down the school playing field, high-pitched shrieks and cheers from the spectators ringing in our ears. Vanessa sprinted ahead like a woman

  possessed. She had probably been training for this all year.




  I, on the other hand, was panting as if my chest was going to explode. Thud-thud-thud went my feet in my trainers. (Gleaming white. Bought as part of a New Year’s resolution. Worn

  for the first time today, six months later.) I was puffing like a steam engine, my face shiny and hot, going as fast as I could. Somehow, though, the other mums were getting away from me.




  My fake smile tightened as I became stranded at the back of the pack. Ahead of me was a sea of pert bottoms, legs scissoring forward, elbows pumping. Behind me, just my own lumbering shadow. I

  grimaced as Vanessa Gray charged over the finishing line in first place, arms thrown up in victory as if she were Paula sodding Radcliffe. There was a smattering of reluctant applause from the

  teachers. None of them liked her either.




  Thud-thud-thud. The audience, one hundred and seventy kids all cross-legged in rows down either side of the playing field, was a blur. Oh help. I was miles behind. Others were over the

  whitewashed finishing line too now, laughing and wiping their hair out of their eyes. Time seemed to have stopped. Just me left on the field. Thud-thud-thud.




  Mrs Gable held up the megaphone, well-meaning but oh-so-crushing. ‘Come on, Mrs Lawson, you can do it!’




  Oh, Christ. Kill me now. Children were sniggering at me. Sniggering at fat, unfit, panting Mrs Lawson as she finally – finally! – waddled over the finishing line. I tried to laugh

  too. ‘Phew,’ I said, forcing a smile, though I was more concerned about imminent heart failure. ‘Well, that’s my exercise for the week!’




  Vanessa Gray overheard and gave me a chilly smirk. It said loser.




  I sought out my children in the crowd, wanting reassurance, needing to see their thumbs still up. But there was Emma, cheeks flushed with embarrassment, catching my eye and scowling before

  looking pointedly away. And there was Ben, being elbowed and teased by his mates. He had his arms crossed defensively in front of him as he stared down at the grass.




  I felt as if I was the worst mother in the country. Shame rose out of me with every panted breath, like steam.




  ‘Well, do something about it, then!’ Mum said bossily as I sat there in her living room later that evening, having fessed up to the full sports day showdown.

  ‘Be positive – see it as a motivator. Get off your bum and . . .’




  I tried not to groan as she started fiddling with her slick turquoise mobile.




  ‘Now, where’s the gym number? I know it’s in here . . .’ she muttered.




  ‘Mum, I’m not going to your gym,’ I told her. ‘I—’




  But she already had the phone to her ear and was holding her other hand up imperiously, forbidding me to say any more.




  ‘Hello, it’s Anna Noble here,’ she purred into the receiver. My mum’s voice was so husky, it almost needed its own ashtray. ‘Yes, very well, thank you, darling.

  Just wondering if I could book my daughter in for an induction . . . Yes, she’s thinking of joining, that’s right . . .’




  ‘I am not!’ I hissed furiously, glaring at her. Oh no. Definitely not. Gyms and me did not go well together. I’d tried exercise, but we weren’t a good match

  – like chips and custard: a really bad combination.




  Up went the hand again, like a policeman directing traffic. Stop. Do not speak.




  I narrowed my eyes at her, but she was writing something down and didn’t notice. ‘This Saturday – oh, that’s wonderful, darling, thank you. And perhaps a day pass for the

  rest of the family? Yes, one adult and two children. That’s marvellous. Appreciate it. Bye now.’




  My mum was a bit of a legend. You’d probably remember her as one of the Martini girls in the early Eighties, back when advertising regulations were slightly more relaxed about sexing up

  alcoholic products. She was the particularly beautiful one in the white swimsuit diving into a bottle of Bianco; she was on all the billboards around Brum for years while that campaign ran. I used

  to get teased about it at school – ‘Saw your mum’s boobs this morning’ and so on – but I didn’t mind. I was dead proud of her. Besides, the ads had paid for the

  big house in Edgbaston where she’d lived ever since, and had springboarded her later career as an actress. These days, the long hair had become a sleek chestnut bob, and there were a few

  wrinkles on her neck, but she still had those smouldering almond-shaped eyes and fabulous legs. And clearly she still thought she could order me about like a child.




  She clicked off the phone now, a look of triumph on her face.




  ‘There. You’re booked in to see someone called Jacob on Saturday morning at ten o’clock,’ she told me, getting up and raising the crystal decanter in my direction.

  ‘Sherry?’




  ‘But I don’t want to go to the gym!’ I told her. I was a thirty-four-year-old woman but I felt like a petulant teenager again. ‘I don’t want to see this Jacob, I .

  . .’ She was still holding the decanter, eyebrows raised, as if she hadn’t heard my outburst. ‘No, thanks,’ I mumbled, gritting my teeth.




  She sploshed some sherry into a glass for herself and sipped it. Then she came over to sit next to me on the huge red sofa, folding her legs underneath her gracefully.




  ‘Darling,’ she said in a matter-of-fact way. ‘You came here for help. I’m not going to pat you on the back like Paul and say, “Never mind, you’re still

  beautiful to me.” ’




  I lowered my gaze, feeling irritated. Paul had indeed done just that when I’d poured out the story to him. Never mind, I still think you’re gorgeous. Now, what’s for

  tea? He’d barely seemed to listen or care, just trotted out the words he thought I’d want to hear.




  ‘I’m your mother,’ she went on, like I needed reminding. ‘I can get away with a few home truths. Yes, you’re my lovely Maddie, the most wonderful daughter and human

  being I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing.’ My eyes prickled at the unexpected compliment. ‘But yes, you’re also overweight and very unfit. And I’m going to help you

  sort yourself out.’




  I fell silent, wishing I’d said yes to the sherry now. A pint of the stuff.




  ‘So Saturday it is, then,’ she told me, and that was that.




  





  Chapter Two




  Sweets for my Sweet




  Jess




  ‘Oh yes,’ he groaned beneath me. ‘Ohhh . . . Yes . . . This is bloody brilliant . . .’




  I leaned over him, smiling. Always nice to get a compliment, wasn’t it?




  ‘You are amazing,’ he murmured thickly. ‘You’re just the best . . .’




  ‘I bet you say that to all the girls, Matt,’ I teased, running my hands up his oiled, glistening body. He had one of the hairiest backs I’d ever come across, but it

  didn’t faze me. I’d seen all sorts in my time.




  ‘No,’ he said, twisting his head to look at me. ‘I don’t. I was gutted when they said you were on holiday last time. That other girl who did me wasn’t a patch on

  you, Jess.’




  I stiffened. On holiday? I hadn’t been away for months. Chance would be a fine thing. I kneaded hard at his shoulder blades. ‘When was this?’ I asked, trying to sound

  casual.




  He was silent for a moment while I massaged out a knot. The financial types always had the worst shoulders, packed with as many lumps and bumps as a page of Braille.




  ‘Must have been June,’ he said, his voice thick with pleasure as my fingers worked away at him. ‘I phoned in and . . . Oooh YES . . . They said you were away and

  I’d have to go with Juliet instead. Pathetic, she was. Hands like wet lettuce. No muscle whatsoever.’




  I dug into the base of his shoulder blade, pressing hard on his pale, doughy skin. This had happened before. Clients asking for me and being told I wasn’t there. What was that all

  about?




  ‘Mmmm . . .’ he said, almost purring with pleasure. ‘Well, it’s good to be back in your capable hands, that’s all I’m saying, Jess . . .’




  ‘Glad to hear it,’ I replied. ‘Make sure you insist on having me next time you book, won’t you? I haven’t got any holidays lined up, so don’t let them tell

  you otherwise. But anyway . . . how’s life?’




  Matt talked about work, the flat he’d bought near Cannon Hill Park, and his hopes for the next football season (he was a mad Villa fan, like my dad), and before we knew it, the hour was up

  and his skin was pink from my pummelling. I covered him with a couple of our velvety green towels and dimmed the lights even lower. ‘Okay?’ I said softly. ‘I’ll leave you to

  get dressed in your own time. Nice to see you again.’




  He made a little grunting sound and lifted a hand in farewell. ‘Cheers,’ he murmured, sounding as if he was dozing off.




  I left the room, feeling tired myself. It was a Saturday, our busiest day of the week, and I’d already done two all-over body massages (knackering on the biceps), a bikini wax that was

  more like deforestation of the Amazon jungle, plus a pedicure on the pongiest feet I’d encountered in a long while. We had a hen party coming in later that afternoon too, so we were all going

  to be flat out with French manicures and facials.




  Still, it was my break now, so I grabbed my purse and went through to the coffee bar at the top of the building. Our salon was part of a big posh fitness centre on the edge of town with a

  massive gym area, a swimming pool, squash courts, a sauna and three studios for exercise classes. Not that I used any of them, of course. We got a staff discount on the membership, but even

  so, it was well out of my price range. Besides which, I was saving, wasn’t I? I was getting married just before Christmas and putting aside every penny I could get my mitts on.




  The coffee bar was the only part of the complex I went into. It was up on the second floor and overlooked the pool, so you got to watch all the swimmers thrashing up and down the lanes while you

  sat there serenely stuffing yourself with cake. Although there wouldn’t be any of that today, of course. I’ll be good, I’ll be good, I vowed as I queued up at the

  counter. I’d just have an apple (a mere 47 calories). And a cup of tea – skimmed milk, naturally! I had to keep thinking Wedding Dress, I reminded myself. I had to channel Slinky Bride,

  not White Elephant.




  Gianni, the manager, spotted me and gave me a wink.




  ‘Oh, Jessica, my darrrrling!’ he cried. He was born in Walsall but came over all Italian whenever he felt a bit theatrical. The girls loved it, he reckoned. ‘Let me guess . . .

  you have your eye on my lemon drizzle cake today, yes?’




  Damn Gianni and his mind-reading tricks! ‘Um . . . just an apple for me, thanks,’ I said, trying not to let my eyes drift over to the cakes. I caught a glimpse of thick fudge icing

  on a chocolate gateau and had to tear my gaze away before I was lost. ‘And a cup of tea.’




  ‘But I bake it especially for you!’ he retorted, his head on one side, big puppy-dog eyes looking sorrowful and hurt. ‘It’s so moist and delicious, crunchy sugar crystals

  on the top . . . Let me cut you a big slice, yes? For a treat?’




  I wavered. Then I made a fatal mistake. I looked. There it was on the plate, its sugared top glittering, yellow and dense with a slightly sunken middle that I knew would be wonderfully

  soggy.




  The world seemed to stop for a moment while an argument raged inside my head.




  No, don’t do it, too many calories, too much sugar, think of the wedding dress!




  But I am so tired, so hungry, I need sustenance, only one teeny slice, I promise I won’t have any dinner later to make up for it . . .




  ‘Oh, go on, then,’ I heard myself saying with a little sigh in my voice.




  The old calorie counter immediately started ching-chinging in my head as I watched Gianni pick up the cake knife with a flourish; 330 calories, I reckoned guiltily as the blade sank in.

  Actually, make that 400, looking at the whopping door-stop Gianni had just cut. All the good work with my lunchtime salad out of the window in an instant. What was I like? Crap and weak-willed.

  Pathetic. A failure.




  ‘Thanks,’ I said, paying and picking up my tray. Oh well. Never mind. I had just burned a few hundred calories with Matt’s Full Swedish, surely. Anyway, I needed my

  strength for the hen party.




  It was heaving up there in the cafe – no spare tables at all. In fact, there were hardly any free seats in the whole place. I stood there with my tray, feeling self-conscious and

  disappointed for a moment. I didn’t want to take my cake all the way through the leisure centre to our salon staff room – it wasn’t the done thing for a beautician to be parading

  calorific treats around the place when all the sporty types were trying to resist temptation and keep fit. Besides, if Louisa saw me she’d raise her eyebrows at me and the cake in

  disapproval. ‘A moment on the lips . . . a lifetime on the hips,’ she’d say patronizingly.




  ‘Mind if I sit here?’ I asked a fair-haired woman who was nursing a black coffee at a table for two by the window. She was quite large, it had to be said, and looked uncomfortable on

  the cafe’s moulded plastic seat. I knew how she felt. Those seats were clearly made for athletic bottoms, not Chubby Checker ones.




  She nodded distractedly – she was on the phone – but it was only when I sat down that I realized she was crying, tears rolling down her cheeks. Oh no. I felt awful. Poor woman

  – the last thing she wanted was me barging in on her privacy.




  I nibbled a piece of cake, lemon and sugar exploding on my tongue, and pretended to stare out at the swimmers, trying my hardest not to earwig on what she was saying.




  ‘I just felt so embarrassed,’ the fair-haired woman sobbed quietly, one arm around her middle as if trying to comfort herself. ‘He was so rude, the way he looked at me, like .

  . .’ I felt her glance my way, then she lowered her voice. ‘Like a piece of shit, Nic. Like I was worthless.’




  I winced on her behalf and sipped my tea, watching as a balding bloke with a paunch smiled and flirted with a svelte woman in a black bikini, one of those types who go swimming with full make-up

  on and manage to keep their hair dry. Awww, that’s nice, I thought. Middle-aged and still in love . . . I hope Charlie and I turn out like that.




  ‘And I’m sitting up here watching Paul make eyes at Vanessa bloody Gray down in the pool,’ the fair woman said miserably into her phone, ‘and he’s not even paying

  attention to the kids. They could be drowning, for all he cares!’




  There were two children mucking about behind the balding bloke. Ahhh. Was baldy-man Paul? I wondered, taking another bite of cake. (Delicious.)




  ‘Well, that would be nice,’ the woman went on, blowing her nose and sitting up a little straighter. ‘After the week I’ve had, it’s either drowning my sorrows, or

  drowning myself. I’m not sure which would be best, to be honest.’ She scribbled something on a piece of paper. ‘Okay. Cheers. See you later.’




  She put down her phone and took a long swig of coffee, her eyes still wet with tears. She was in her thirties, I reckoned, a bit older than I was. Her face was quite pretty in a Goldie Hawn sort

  of way, but her skin was blotchy and swollen, and her hair hung any old how around her shoulders as if it hadn’t had any TLC for a few months. She was a big girl like me, with a double chin

  and a few extra pounds on show, although she’d tried to disguise them with an enormous T-shirt.




  I cleared my throat. I was a terrible one for getting involved, but I just couldn’t help myself. I hated seeing people upset. ‘Tell me to bugger off if you want, but . . . are you

  okay?’ I asked tentatively.




  There was a pause, and I was just about to back off and apologize for sticking my beak in when she finally spoke.




  ‘I’ve just had a bit of a mauling in the gym,’ she said with a wry smile. ‘I’ve been told by a spotty adolescent thug called Jacob that I’m morbidly obese and

  should do some exercise before I lurch to my imminent death.’




  ‘Oh no,’ I said indignantly. ‘That sounds horrible.’




  ‘Yes,’ she said, scrubbing at her eyes with the paper napkin. ‘I know I’m fat, I know I’m not Kate Moss, but . . . honestly. All he’s done is put me off ever

  coming back to a place like this again.’




  ‘That’s terrible,’ I said. ‘Jacob, did you say? And he works here? You should report him to the manager. That’s so out of order.’ I rummaged in my bag and

  passed her a tissue. ‘Here.’




  ‘Thanks.’ She blew her nose and slugged back the rest of her coffee, then got to her feet, looking weary. ‘Anyway, I’d better go. Thanks.’




  ‘Any time,’ I told her. ‘Take care.’




  I watched her go, shoulders hunched over as if she had all the worries of the world on them. She needed one of my Aromatherapy Specials, I could tell, but from the way she held herself, so

  crunched-up defensive and don’t-look-at-me-ish, I knew that even if I ran over and gave her one of my half-price vouchers she wouldn’t take me up on it. Mind you, I was exactly the

  same: couldn’t bear the thought of anyone seeing my naked body. Apart from Charlie, of course. (Although even he wasn’t exactly complimentary about it.)




  Then I realized it was already twenty-five past two and I had hen number one’s French manicure to get to in five minutes. I stuffed the last of the cake down so fast I barely tasted it,

  and hurried away.




  The rest of the afternoon was full-on. There were ten in the hen party, and they’d booked one of our private rooms so they could have bubbly and expensive crisps in

  between treatments. I got to do the bride-to-be’s nails, and she was just fizzing with excitement about the wedding next month. ‘My gown is by Caroline Castigliano and it’s

  so beautiful,’ she gushed. ‘Should be as well, for the money – over two grand it cost me, but hey. You can’t put a price on your wedding dress, can you?’




  ‘You can’t,’ I agreed, painting the base coat thinly and evenly onto her left thumbnail. Well. You could put a price on a wedding dress, actually, in my opinion. I

  wasn’t going to tell her that I’d been hoping to get mine on eBay with a budget of £150, though.




  ‘We’ve booked Langley Manor for the reception,’ she went on dreamily. ‘A hundred and thirty guests.’




  ‘Ooh, lovely,’ I said, bent over her hand. She had a whopping great diamond on her fourth finger, lucky thing. ‘What have you got planned for the honeymoon?’ Go on, I

  thought, make me completely sick with envy; you might as well.




  ‘Two weeks in the Maldives,’ she said. ‘Sun, sea, sand . . . and plenty of sex. That’s if we—’




  She broke off. I left a delicate pause while I painted the nail of her little finger and popped the brush back into its pot.




  ‘That’s if we get through the wedding, of course,’ she said finally. She gave a nervous laugh. ‘I feel under so much pressure to make it the most perfect day, and Damon

  doesn’t seem to care that much about flowers or place settings, and we keep having rows because it’s getting me down, and . . .’




  Ahhh. Trouble in Paradise after all. I twisted shut the lid on the bottle of nail varnish, then patted her arm.




  ‘Do you know what?’ I said to her. ‘I see brides-to-be in here all the time – every single week. And each of them says the same sort of thing. I promise you, everyone

  goes through this stage. Even me. I’m getting married in December and I’m already stressing like a madwoman.’ This wasn’t quite true. I was stressed, yes, but only that

  Charlie would want to postpone the wedding again. I just wanted to get him up the aisle, put that ring on my finger, be a wife. The flowers and place settings weren’t that important to me

  either.




  She gazed at me from under lashes so long and thick that Bambi would have envied her.




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Really.’




  I took out the white polish and began to carefully paint her nail tips with it.




  ‘You’ll be fine. You’re marrying the man you love, you’ve got an amazing dress and venue, you’ll be surrounded by all your friends and family . . . just try and

  hang on to those things. They’re the bits that matter.’




  She smiled. A proper relieved smile. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You’re right.’




  ‘And,’ I went on, ‘make sure you come back and see me the day before your wedding, and I’ll do you the nicest nails you’ve ever had in your life.’




  ‘I will,’ she said earnestly. ‘I definitely will – as long as you promise to give me another pep talk, that is. I’ll be in a right old state by then.’




  I grinned. ‘That’s what you think,’ I told her. ‘I bet you’ll be much calmer then. Serene, even. Everything will have been ordered and arranged by that

  point. All you’ll have left to do is chill out a bit, pamper yourself and take things easy before the fun begins the next day.’




  I could see her visibly relaxing at my words – her shoulders, which had looked tight and hunched up, sank and her posture became less stiff. ‘Beauty therapist’ was a much more

  accurate job description than plain old ‘beautician’, in my opinion. The things I got to hear, day in, day out – all kinds of secret confessions and fears. Being a good listener

  was just as important as knowing your products. The clients went away happier, and it made me feel satisfied, too. And then when I saw they’d booked in to see me again . . . well, that was

  the best compliment of all. That was when I knew I must be doing a good job.




  I finished at five and went to get changed in the staff room. We had to wear white tunics with little Mandarin collars and funky metal buttons in the salon. They’d had to

  order in a size sixteen especially for me, which I’d never heard the end of from Louisa, the assistant manager. Since Karen, our salon manager, had gone on maternity leave, Louisa had become

  bitchier and bitchier, the power going straight to her peroxide-blonde head. One day, I told myself, when I finally found a diet that worked for me and I was a skinny Minnie, I’d be able to

  get into a size ten like the other girls. And I’d take great delight in throwing that size sixteen top right back in Louisa’s face, smearing her panda mascara everywhere. I’d

  dreamed about the moment.




  Phoebe was in the changing room, pulling on a strappy black top that clung in all the right places. ‘Hi, Jess,’ she said, fluffing up her hair at the mirror. ‘Hey – you

  did all right today, didn’t you? I saw a bloke leaving a great big tip for you this afternoon – and one of the hens has already booked you in for a repeat manicure next

  month.’




  I flushed with pleasure, wondering if it was the bride-to-be. I hoped so. Then I frowned as something struck me. ‘Louisa didn’t say anything about a tip,’ I told her.




  Phoebe’s skinny eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘Didn’t she? Well, make sure you go and ask about it, then. Twenty quid he left for you. Big tall bloke, brown hair.’




  Matt. What a sweetie. I got my T-shirt ready to put on before unbuttoning my tunic. Flash as little flesh as possible, that was my motto. In fact, I was gutted when I started work here and

  realized there were no separate cubicles for us to change in. I’d had to become an expert in switching outfits without revealing anything. ‘Thanks for letting me know,’ I said, as

  Phoebe slicked on some lippy and headed for the way out. ‘Have a good weekend.’




  ‘Will do. Off to Gatecrasher with the girls tonight – you should come with us some time, Jess!’




  Yeah, right. Gatecrasher with their glamour dress code, where you didn’t get in unless you were dolled up in designer gear or stunningly attractive. ‘Yeah, sure,’ was all I

  said though. ‘See ya.’




  I liked Phoebe a lot. She reminded me of myself a few years ago – bubbly and vivacious, always out with the girls, always up for a laugh. Sometimes I wished I could go back to being that

  person, back to when I’d lived with Gemma, Nat and Shelley. I still walked past our old house every now and then and thought about the good times we’d had there, all those mad nights

  when we’d gone out partying in our minxy black dresses and heels so high we could barely walk in them. And all the countless girly nights in, too, when we’d sat around in our PJs and

  big fluffy socks, me giving everyone beauty treatments, then all of us watching Sleepless in Seattle for the zillionth time and joining in with the words.




  Still. You couldn’t be like that for ever, could you? And I had Charlie now.




  I usually left the salon by going through the fitness centre and out of the main doors into the car park, but there was also a separate street entrance that you could get to through the

  reception area and shop. Louisa did the bookings, so she sat at the front desk in reception, with glass shelves of our lovely posh toiletries lined up behind her.




  ‘Bye then, Jess,’ she said coolly as I made my way towards her. The meanie. She wasn’t going to say anything about the money from Matt, was she?




  I stopped in front of her and forced a smile. ‘I hear there’s a tip waiting for me,’ I said, brazen as you like. Well, twenty quid was twenty quid, wasn’t it? I

  wasn’t about to let her slip that one in her own back pocket. Not with another week to go before pay day.




  Louisa’s eyes widened a fraction as if surprised. ‘Oh yeah, I was just about to say,’ she replied. She was such a bad liar, I was amazed her nose didn’t shoot out a mile.

  She opened the till and I saw her hand hover over the pile of tenners. Oh no you don’t, I thought to myself, but then she slid a twenty out from its clasp and passed it over.




  I knew Louisa didn’t like me – I’d have to be a mug not to see that. I didn’t know why, though. I was good at my job, I worked really hard, I was nice to everyone . . .

  but still she never smiled at me or had anything pleasant to say.




  ‘I hear I’ve got a rebooking from one of the hens, too,’ I added. In for a penny, I thought.




  She stiffened. ‘Ye-e-e-s,’ she replied, tapping at something on the computer. ‘I was wondering whether to give that to Maisie, because you’re quite busy that day . .

  .’




  ‘I can manage,’ I told her as firmly as I dared. I could see that she’d already booked it in for Maisie, so I stood there while she changed over the names, making a mental note

  of the date in my head. The girl – Francesca she was called – had booked herself in for a French manicure, and a back, neck and shoulder massage too – she must have trusted me.

  And I wanted bride-to-be Francesca to get the star treatment I’d promised her. I didn’t want dippy Maisie, our trainee, let loose on her before the big wedding. I waited until I could

  see Jessica typed in the booking slot before I moved.




  ‘Right,’ she said pointedly. ‘Well, bye then.’




  ‘Bye,’ I replied, tucking the money in my purse. I held my head high as I walked out, but inside I was seething. What was Louisa’s problem?




  ‘You there, babe? I’m home!’




  Charlie always bellowed his way in, even though our place was only a small ground-floor flat with plasterboard walls. He was that kind of a person, though – liked to make an entrance.




  ‘In the kitchen!’ I called, hearing him kick his trainers off in the hall.




  I’d been in such a flap about Louisa that instead of driving straight home as I usually did after a Saturday shift, I’d stopped at the supermarket in Selly Oak and blown my twenty

  quid tip on some treats. Yes, okay, so we were meant to be saving for the wedding, but sometimes a girl needed a little pick-me-up, right?




  I knew just the thing. Two juicy steaks, a bag of Jersey Royal new potatoes and some crisp green salad. Dinner for two coming up. They’d marked down loads of fresh stuff too, since it was

  Saturday evening, so I’d picked up a chocolate cheesecake for £1.50, and somehow or other a bottle of red wine on special offer had found its way into the basket too. Drink me, drink

  me, treat yourself. Oh well. I’d been pretty good all week – not even a sniff of alcohol – so why not.




  I was just stirring the chopped chives and thyme into my Béarnaise sauce when Charlie came into the kitchen. Ahhh, Charlie. I still couldn’t quite believe how lucky I was to have

  him. He was absolutely gorgeous – six foot tall with a big wide smile (perfect teeth), black hair and eyebrows and the most beautiful brown eyes. Rufus Sewell but even more handsome.

  Something inside me melted, just like the butter in my sauce, whenever I was near him.




  I’d got to know Charlie when I was living with the girls. We used to walk past this very house on our way to the White Lion pub, and, as the curtains were never shut in the living room, we

  could always see him in there watching telly with a load of mates. ‘Those lot, what a waste,’ Gemma had complained one evening as we spotted them sitting there as usual, watching some

  football match or other on the box. ‘Why don’t they ever come down the pub? We could do with the talent in there, couldn’t we?’




  ‘Let’s invite them, then,’ I’d giggled. We were on our way back from the pub, and I’d had quite a few white-wine-and-sodas by that point.




  ‘What, knock on the door?’ Nat had said, creasing up so much she’d had to cling on to a nearby lamppost. ‘Are you serious?’




  ‘We could write them a note,’ I suggested. ‘Dear boys . . . come out to play . . .’




  We were all giggling by then. ‘Yeah, stop watching the footy, you saddoes,’ Shelley put in. ‘The White Lion needs you!’




  And so when we’d got back to our place, we’d written them a note.




  

    

      

        Dear boys,




        You really need to get out more. How about meeting us in the White Lion on Thursday night? We’ll be there, eight p.m.




        Love, the girls.


      


    


  




  Daring with drunkenness, I’d run back and posted it through the letterbox. And the rest, as they say, was history.




  There he was now – Charlie, the pick of the bunch. ‘Good day?’ he asked, dropping a kiss on my head.




  I leaned into him gratefully. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Busy. This’ll be about ten minutes, okay?’




  ‘Nice one,’ he said. ‘I’ll just go and see what’s happening in the cricket.’




  Our kitchen was only a tiny galley one that didn’t have enough room for a table, so we tended to have dinner off trays in front of the TV. Tonight, though, I felt like making a special

  effort and dragged the patio table and chairs out of the shed so that we could eat outside. I spent a few minutes brushing the cobwebs off them and setting them up, then found a couple of velvety

  blooms on the white rambling rose I’d trained up the back wall and cut them to go in a vase. Just time to put the steaks on – Charlie liked his so rare it practically mooed at you from

  the plate – and pour the wine.




  There we sat, eating our lovely dinner in the early evening sunshine, and everything seemed perfect. Then I got out the dessert and double cream and brought them over to the table. Which was

  when it all went wrong.




  He raised an eyebrow at the cheesecake, then looked at me.




  ‘Jess . . . what’s this?’




  I pressed my lips together, feeling flustered.




  ‘It was reduced, so . . .’




  My words died away as he shook his head.




  ‘Naughty naughty,’ he said, wagging a finger. ‘What about your diet, eh? I thought we’d agreed.’




  ‘Yes, but . . .’ Yes, but I had a difficult day, and twenty quid burning a hole in my pocket and . . . oh, all right then, I caved in. Because I’m pathetic.




  ‘If you really want to get married, Jess, you need to lose some weight. Remember?’




  I hung my head. The plate of cheesecake felt as heavy as lead all of a sudden. I had put on two stone since I’d got together with Charlie and we both wanted me to be slimmer.




  ‘Sorry,’ I said.




  ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Now cut me a slice, there’s a good girl.’




  I cut him some cheesecake, then sat there while he ate the lot, licking his lips. He let out a belch and patted his belly afterwards. ‘Lovely stuff,’ he said. ‘Thanks, babe.

  Give us a kiss.’




  I could taste the sweetness on his lips, and then he was holding me. And everything was all right again.




  I couldn’t sleep for thinking about the cheesecake that night. I lay in bed imagining biting into a piece – tasting the sweet, crunchy base and that rich, soft,

  chocolatey top . . . I knew it would melt in my mouth, could almost smell its delicious fragrance wafting out from the fridge . . .




  I tried to think about something else instead. Wedding dresses, for example. I’d seen a lovely one online the other day that claimed to be perfect for the fuller figure, with a plunging

  neckline and short scalloped sleeves (there was no way I was showing my fat bare shoulders on my wedding day), and the lower half flowing smoothly out from the waist in an A-line shape. That was

  the sort of dress I wanted, and someone was selling theirs on eBay, starting price £50. Never been worn, the owner had written, due to unforeseen circumstances. I hoped that

  meant she’d lost a ton of weight and needed to buy a smaller dress rather than anything more sinister.




  It was no good. The wedding dress vision wasn’t working for me. I was more interested in the cheesecake. But if I went and ate some of it, Charlie was sure to notice the next day. And then

  he would go on at me again about not wanting a fat bride and all the rest of it. I hated it when he did that. And I really didn’t want to give him any reasons to put the wedding off

  again.




  Charlie was snoring away next to me, so I crept out of bed and padded through to the kitchen. Just a few stray crumbs of the cheesecake, I told myself. Maybe a teeny-tiny sliver of it, so small

  as to be undetectable. Then I would be able to sleep.




  I licked my finger and dabbed up the stray crumbs (disappointingly few), and then, almost drooling, cut a baby slice and scoffed it down. Delicious. So delicious. But not enough. It only lasted

  a few seconds and it was gone. What else?




  I rummaged through the cupboards, my appetite whetted. Toast? I couldn’t even wait long enough for it to brown. Cereal? No – too cold with all that milk. Ahhh. Crackers and cheese.

  Perfect.




  I stood there in the dark kitchen eating thick slices of just-runny Brie on cream crackers as furtively and guiltily as if I were robbing a bank. Usually my midnight snacks comforted me and I

  was able to go back to bed feeling sated. But that night, as I chewed and swallowed, chewed and swallowed, I found tears gathering in my eyes. Tears that rolled down my cheeks and dripped onto the

  lino and my bare feet.




  Lately, it had felt as if there was an emptiness inside me that never seemed to be filled, no matter how much food I stuffed myself with. I went back to bed, but it took me a long time to get to

  sleep.




  





  Chapter Three




  Humble Pie




  Maddie




  ‘FatBusters? Just through the double doors, love,’ said the smiling woman, pointing behind her.




  Oh, brilliant. I hadn’t even said what I was doing at the church hall, but she’d taken one look at me and guessed. How come she hadn’t assumed I was there for the

  Pilates session upstairs?




  I smiled politely and walked forwards, even though I felt like doing a bunk there and then. I still couldn’t quite believe that I was actually there. When Collette had announced live on

  air that I’d be going along to weight-watching classes as part of her stupid feature, every cell of my body had resisted. No bloody way, I’d told Becky, voice trembling as I got

  the words out. Even if I’d wanted to try it in the first place (which I didn’t), Collette suggesting it should have made me stick two fingers firmly up at the idea.




  After the sports day disaster and the gym nightmare I’d just been through, however, I’d come to the painful conclusion that actually, even if it was evil Collette’s

  suggestion, maybe I should go through with it.




  I still wasn’t speaking to my mum after she’d put me through the experience at the gym. Once we’d arrived there en famille, I’d been taken to a private room by a

  strapping youth called Jacob, who had long, muscular legs and a six-pack that rippled like corrugated iron through his T-shirt. This might sound like the beginning of a porn film, but believe me,

  it soon turned into an X-rated horror flick.




  I could tell by the way Jacob strode through the door ahead of me that he’d never had an issue with self-esteem, had never winced at his own reflection in the mirror. This worried me.

  Quite a lot. Did we have anything in common?




  ‘Right, let’s get you on the scales,’ he said with a degree of wariness in his voice, as if he was wondering whether he’d need to call in a haulage firm to assist.




  ‘Shall I take off my shoes?’ I asked, indicating the still-gleaming trainers. Well . . . every little helps, as they said in the adverts.




  He shook his head. ‘No, don’t worry about that,’ he said. The subtext was clear: what difference would a few shoe-grams make to the rest of your bulk, Lardy?




  I stepped on, holding my breath, not able to bring myself to look at his face as he read the weight. ‘Oka-a-a-y,’ he said. ‘One hundred and four point eight kilograms . . .

  That’s quite a lot you’re carrying around there, Mrs Lawson.’
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